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Abstract 
Workplace transgressions have been shown to have pervasive and detrimental 
consequences for employees and organizations. Given these negative consequences, past 
research has examined how managers and organizations can prevent transgressions from 
occurring in the first place (i.e., preventive approaches) and how transgressions can be fixed 
when they do eventually occur (i.e., remedial approaches). However, it is unlikely that 
transgressions can ever be fully eradicated from organizations and it is doubtful that providing 
remedies can fully redress the harm that was caused. Accordingly, it is important to complement 
the preventive and remedial approaches with a deeper understanding of how employees can 
effectively manage the aftermath of and successfully overcome workplace offenses – that is, to 
adopt a recovery approach to the study of workplace transgressions.  
My primary goal in this dissertation is to enhance our understanding of recovery by 
focusing on the roles of resilience and forgiveness. Manuscript 1 examines recovery as facilitated 
by a targeted intervention. Specifically, I examine whether a meaning-finding expressive writing 
intervention can promote resilience as well as positive outcomes for aggrieved individuals and 
their relationships. Manuscript 2 examines recovery as initiated by the individual. Adopting a 
person-centered perspective, I explore different forms of forgiveness that aggrieved individuals 
can experience and investigate whether some forgiveness-related experiences can be more 
beneficial than others.  
Overall, this dissertation contributes to enhancing our understanding of recovery and how 
it can be fostered. Theoretically, it offers insights into the processes and outcomes of recovery 
and suggests that while workplace transgressions can be unpleasant experiences, they can also be 
transformed into opportunities for experiencing positive outcomes. From a practical perspective, 
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this dissertation provides employees and organizations with tools and knowledge that can be 
used to effectively manage the aftermath of workplace offenses. 
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION 
 
RECOVERING FROM WORKPLACE OFFENSES:  
UNDERSTANDING THE ROLES OF RESILIENCE AND FORGIVENESS  
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Recovering from Workplace Offenses: 
Understanding the Roles of Resilience and Forgiveness 
Over the years, ample evidence has demonstrated the widespread harmful effects of 
interpersonal workplace offenses for both individuals and organizations. For example, 
interpersonal transgressions have been associated with impaired physical health and 
psychological well-being (e.g., Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Colquitt et al., 2013; Kivimaki, 
Elovainio, Vahetera, & Ferrie, 2003), poorer job performance (e.g., Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, 
Porter, & Ng, 2001; Mackey, Frieder, Brees, & Martinko, 2017), and increased turnover and 
counterproductive work behaviors (e.g., Bowling & Beehr, 2006; Cohen-Charash & Spector, 
2001; Rupp, Shao, Jones, & Liao, 2014). In light of such pervasive damaging consequences, 
effectively managing transgressions is a critical goal for employees and organizations. Extant 
research in this domain has emphasized two key approaches to the management of workplace 
transgressions: the preventive approach and the remedial approach. The preventive approach tries 
to understand what managers and organizations can do to prevent transgressions from occurring 
in the first place whereas the remedial approach focuses on trying to ameliorate the aftermath of 
transgressions, with an emphasis on preventing the escalation of conflict and ―fixing‖ the 
violation (Barclay & Skarlicki, 2008).  
Although these are undoubtedly worthy and important goals, both approaches primarily 
adopt a managerial-centered perspective – that is, they often examine transgressions from the 
point of view of managers and organizations, focus on actions that either managers or 
organizations can take to address transgressions, and have organizational interests in mind (e.g., 
with the goal of promoting workplace efficiency or reducing conflict so that work can proceed 
smoothly; Barclay & Saldanha, 2015; Barclay, Skarlicki, & Latham, 2009). Less emphasized in 
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these approaches is the employee perspective, including how aggrieved individuals experience a 
transgression and its aftermath, the actions they themselves can take to effectively overcome the 
situation, and what a successful resolution would look like from their perspective. Understanding 
the employees‘ perspective can be critically important since it can reveal important insights into 
these experiences and how they can be effectively managed. For example, transgressions can 
often have widespread ramifications, which may include impacting how employees assess their 
standing in the organization, how they approach their relationship with the offender and other 
people moving forward, and the types of learning they retain from the experience. These 
implications are unlikely to be addressed by short-term fixes, such as those typically offered by 
remedial solutions. Additionally, these approaches often view and treat individuals as passive 
recipients of remedies provided by the organization, which limits their agency and the impact 
they can have in the process of managing the aftermath of a transgression (Barclay & Skarlicki, 
2008; Shapiro, 2001).  
In this dissertation, I adopt a recovery perspective to provide deeper insight into the 
individual‘s perspective. Recovery is a person-centered approach that focuses on how individuals 
―live through‖ the aftermath of interpersonal transgressions (Barclay & Saldanha, 2015; see also 
Weiss & Rupp, 2011). Specifically, recovery aims to understand and promote individuals‘ efforts 
to manage the aftermath of a workplace offense, including the emotional, cognitive, and 
relational implications of the transgression as well as the long term ramifications of the event 
(e.g., how individuals address future violations). Given its focus on helping individuals 
successfully manage the aftermath of a transgression, recovery raises the possibility of positive 
outcomes being experienced by individuals in the aftermath of an offense. More specifically, a 
recovery perspective suggests that individuals can transform offenses into opportunities for 
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promoting positive outcomes, even though the experience itself is likely to remain distressing 
(Barclay & Saldanha, 2015). By adopting a person-centered perspective, recovery thus opens 
new research avenues that can complement existing knowledge generated by preventive and 
remedial approaches. In doing so, it can help the literature in workplace transgressions remain 
relevant for those who have experienced and/or must manage such difficult situations (cf. 
Shapiro, 2001).  
Drawing upon person-centered perspectives (e.g., Guo, Rupp, Weiss, & Trougakos, 2011; 
Weiss & Rupp, 2011), I focus on expanding our understanding of recovery in two main ways. 
First, I investigate whether recovery processes can be facilitated by a targeted intervention that 
focuses on the employee perspective (Manuscript 1) and initiated by individuals themselves 
(Manuscript 2). From a recovery perspective, it is important to be able to intervene to promote 
individuals‘ recovery (e.g., when individuals are willing to engage in a process of recovery but 
lack the tools or the resources to do so) and to also understand recovery efforts that individuals 
themselves initiate. Conceptualizing recovery as a process that can be both exogenously 
stimulated and endogenously activated offers valuable insights that can complement existing 
preventive and remedial approaches. Moreover, this approach highlights the active role 
individuals can take in managing their own recovery in the aftermath of a workplace 
transgression.  
Second, past research examining how individuals react to interpersonal transgressions in 
workplace contexts has often highlighted the negative consequences of these experiences for the 
individual (e.g., reduced well-being and increased conflict; Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Tepper, 
2001) and the tendency for aggrieved individuals to respond with behaviors such as retaliation 
(e.g., Barclay, Skarlicki, & Pugh, 2005). Adopting a recovery perspective, however, suggests 
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that individuals may be able to move beyond the negative and use such distressing experiences to 
promote positive outcomes for themselves and their relationships (e.g., by responding in a more 
prosocial, kindhearted manner). To provide insights into this possibility, I examine the roles of 
resilience and forgiveness in recovery processes. Manuscript 1 examines whether helping 
aggrieved individuals develop resilience through a meaning-finding expressive writing 
intervention can promote positive outcomes for themselves and their relationships (i.e., it 
examines resilience as an important mechanism for recovery). Manuscript 2 explores different 
forms of forgiveness aggrieved individuals can experience and investigates whether some forms 
of forgiveness can be more beneficial to individuals than others. In doing so, I provide a deeper 
characterization of individuals‘ ―lived-through‖ experiences in the aftermath of an interpersonal 
offense at work, develop knowledge surrounding individuals‘ recovery processes (including the 
mechanisms underlying these processes), and draw attention to the importance of considering 
positive outcomes in the aftermath of a workplace offense.  
To better contextualize the importance of adopting a recovery approach, I begin by 
briefly describing the preventive and remedial approaches to the study and management of 
workplace transgressions and contrast these perspectives with a recovery approach. Next, I 
discuss the importance of recovery and forgiveness in the context of recovery. Finally, I briefly 
summarize the two manuscripts which are part of this dissertation and outline their contributions 
to the study of recovery. 
The Preventive and Remedial Approaches to Workplace Transgressions 
Preventive approaches aim to address the issues generated by interpersonal transgressions 
in workplace contexts by creating conditions that make the occurrence of transgressions unlikely 
(Quick, Murphy, Hurrell, & Orman, 1992). Some of these approaches take the form of training 
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and/or educating organizational actors to act in ways that are likely to be perceived by others as 
benign. For example, training managers to adhere to justice principles has been shown to 
decrease subordinates‘ insomnia (Greenberg, 2006) as well as promote subordinates‘ perceptions 
that they were being fairly treated and increase manager-directed organizational citizenship 
behaviors (Skarlicki & Latham 1996, 1997). Other approaches focus on the importance of having 
organizational policies in place as deterrent for the occurrence of transgressions. For example, 
Dupré and Barling (2006) found that perceiving organizational sanctions for transgressions 
mitigated psychological aggression. Still others advocate for a more all-encompassing 
organizational system incorporating a combination of multiple elements, including not only 
training and policies but also, for example, clear statements of types of behaviors that constitute 
transgressions (Becton, Gilstrap, & Forsyth, 2017). Overall, preventive approaches can be 
critically important to reduce the frequency and severity of workplace transgressions. 
By contrast, remedial approaches reflect efforts by a concerned party (e.g., manager, 
transgressor, HR representative) to correct or repair (―fix‖) the transgression itself or the 
immediate harm that it has caused (Barclay & Skarlicki, 2008). For example, social accounts 
such as excuses (admitting to the transgression while citing a mitigating circumstance to deflect 
full responsibility) and justifications (assuming full responsibility while pointing to a higher-
order goal to deny that the event was inappropriate) represent a remedial approach because they 
aim to mitigate or even avoid negative attributions associated with the transgression (e.g., Shaw, 
Wild, & Colquitt, 2003). Other remedies focus on reaffirming the aggrieved individual‘s social 
standing (e.g., by providing apologies, Kim, Ferrin, Cooper, & Dirks, 2004); offering 
instrumental benefits (e.g., monetary compensation); or punishing the transgressor (Darley & 
Pittman, 2003; Reb, Goldman, Kray, & Cropanzano, 2006).  
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Remedial approaches are important because they can curb the escalation of conflict and 
mitigate the likelihood of retaliation (Barclay & Skarlicki, 2008). However, by their very nature, 
remedial approaches seldom take into account how the aggrieved individual is ―living through‖ 
the experience. On the one hand, given their focus on fixing the transgression itself or the 
immediate harm that it caused, remedial approaches are unlikely to be able to address the myriad 
ramifications that transgressions can have for individuals, and by extension to help individuals 
successfully and fully overcome the transgression. Additionally, given their managerial-centered 
nature, the primary focus of remedial approaches tends to be on outcomes of importance to the 
organization (e.g., preventing retaliation), with employee well-being often approached as little 
more than a vehicle for the attainment of organizational goals (cf. Liu, Zhan, & Wang, 2011). 
Finally, remedial approaches are typically administered by the manager and/or the organization, 
relegating the aggrieved individual to a more passive role (Barclay & Saldanha, 2015; Barclay & 
Skarlicki, 2008). Thus, they are ill-equipped to help employees navigate experiences where 
organizational actors are unable or unwilling to take steps to address the situation (e.g., Barclay 
& Skarlicki, 2008; Folger & Skarlicki, 1998); as well as situations where the violation goes 
unnoticed (e.g., Whiteside & Barclay, 2017). Overall, while remedial approaches are 
undoubtedly important for the effective management of transgressions at work, they may be 
insufficient to help aggrieved individuals move forward and successfully overcome the 
transgression.  
The Recovery Approach to Workplace Transgressions 
Recognizing the limitations of the managerial-centered perspective, Weiss and Rupp 
(2011) argued that the study of people in organizational contexts should be complemented by a 
person-centered perspective. Adopting a person-centered perspective implies ―look[ing] at the 
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world through the eyes of the worker‖ (Weiss & Rupp, 2011, p. 84) rather than through an 
organizational lens. Broadly understood, a person-centered perspective aims to understand 
individuals‘ ―lived-through‖ experiences at work – in other words, to delve into ―what it is like 
to…‖ experience work and the different events that constitute it.  
Drawing upon this perspective, Barclay and Saldanha (2015) proposed that it is important 
to adopt a person-centered perspective when studying the aftermath of workplace transgressions 
because aggrieved individuals can experience myriad consequences from the event that are likely 
consequent, salient, and important to them, which may not be as salient to the organization 
despite having organizational implications (e.g., decreased performance, increased health 
concerns). Following from this conceptual frame, they introduced recovery – an approach 
focused on understanding and promoting individuals‘ efforts to manage the aftermath of a 
transgression, including its emotional, cognitive, and relational implications. Importantly, this 
approach raises the possibility that individuals may be able to transcend the negative outcomes 
typically associated with workplace transgressions and instead use these difficult experiences to 
potentially experience growth and positive outcomes (Barclay & Saldanha, 2015).  
Recovery is a person-centered perspective in that it adopts the perspective of the 
aggrieved individuals (regardless of their formal rank in the organizational structure) and focuses 
on questions and concerns that reflect their ―lived-through‖ experiences. This perspective can be 
contrasted with preventive and remedial approaches, which focus mainly on the interests of the 
organization (e.g., enhancing organizational effectiveness). Thus, from a recovery perspective, 
fixing the violation or the immediate harm that it caused is important, but does not constitute 
recovery. Instead, recovery focuses on how individuals (can best) manage the aftermath of the 
transgression to fully and successfully overcome the situation. Additionally, recovery suggests 
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that ―although individuals can be motivated to recover (…) they may need help in doing so‖ 
(Barclay & Saldanha, 2015, p. 513). That is, recovery acknowledges the need to both understand 
the efforts aggrieved individuals themselves initiate in order to recover from the transgression 
and to be able to intervene to promote individuals‘ recovery.  
The Importance of Resilience and Forgiveness for Recovery 
Although the recovery approach provides a new way of thinking about how employees 
can navigate transgressions at work, it represents a perspective (i.e., a way of approaching and/or 
thinking about a phenomenon) rather than a fully developed theoretical framework (cf. Barclay 
& Saldanha, 2015). An important goal of this dissertation is to contribute to theory building in 
this domain by providing insights into mechanisms that may be critical to promote individuals‘ 
recovery (i.e., resilience), by illuminating phenomena that are important from a recovery 
perspective (i.e., different types of forgiveness), and by clarifying their relationships with other 
relevant constructs (e.g., individuals‘ well-being, post-offense conflict management strategies).  
Resilience is defined as individuals‘ state-like capacity to effectively deal with and 
overcome adversity and its damaging effects (Luthans, Vogelgesang, & Lester, 2006; Masten & 
Reed, 2002); while forgiveness is currently understood as an internal act whereby an individual 
relinquishes negativity and increases positivity toward the harm-doer (Bies, Barclay, Tripp, & 
Aquino, 2016). From a recovery perspective, resilience and forgiveness are important for two 
main reasons. First, both phenomena are valuable end goals in and of themselves (e.g., Bobocel, 
2013; Hanks, Rapport, Perrine, & Millis, 2016), which are associated with a variety of important 
benefits. For example, resilience has been linked to low levels of psychological distress and to 
high levels of life satisfaction and optimism (e.g., Banyard & Williams, 2007). As for 
forgiveness, research has indicated that it is associated with lower blood pressure levels (Lawler 
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et al., 2003), reduced stress (Lawler et al., 2005), and intended cooperation with the offender 
(Karremans & Van Lange, 2004). Second, both phenomena can be initiated by the employee 
and/or can be fostered with the aid of interventions (e.g., Barclay & Saldanha, 2016; Baskin & 
Enright, 2004; Robertson, Cooper, Sarkar, & Curran, 2015; Vanhove, Herian, Perez, Harms, & 
Lester, 2015). Thus, both resilience and forgiveness are likely to be relevant in efforts to 
understand and promote recovery. 
Overall, both resilience and forgiveness hold promise for the deepening of our 
understanding of recovery. In the section below, I describe the two manuscripts that compose 
this dissertation, with a particular emphasis on how resilience and forgiveness contribute to the 
attainment of that overarching goal.   
Overview of the Current Manuscripts 
In the first manuscript (Manuscript 1: ―Finding meaning in unfair experiences: Using 
expressive writing as a way to foster resilience and positive outcomes‖), I investigate how to 
facilitate the process of recovery. Specifically, I examine whether fostering resilience with a 
meaning-finding expressive writing intervention can promote positive outcomes for the 
aggrieved individual. The intervention technique is a modified version of the traditional 
expressive writing task; a guided writing technique that facilitates the processing of negative 
experiences by engaging individuals in sensemaking (Pennebaker, 1997). Specifically, the 
traditional intervention protocol was adapted to encourage individuals to find meaning in the 
situation by promoting both sensemaking and benefit finding, which are key aspects of meaning-
finding. Participants were randomly assigned to four conditions (i.e., control, traditional 
expressive writing, and two new meaning-finding conditions) and completed four twenty-minute 
writing sessions under their respective writing instructions. Results indicate that fostering 
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resilience through meaning-finding expressive writing can promote a variety of positive 
outcomes for aggrieved individuals and their relationships, including life satisfaction, positive 
relationships with others, and willingness to reconcile with the offender.  
The second manuscript (Manuscript 2: ―A new way of seeing forgiveness: Using a 
person-centered approach to dive below the surface‖) examines forgiveness as a part of recovery. 
Forgiveness has often been described as a potentially constructive response to wrongdoing. 
However, over the years, many constructs associated with forgiveness (e.g., detached 
forgiveness, ambivalent forgiveness) have been proposed; and it is likely that not all of these 
forgiveness-related experiences are similarly beneficial for individuals (e.g., Fincham & Beach, 
2001). Additionally, there is still little consensus on what ―true‖ forgiveness actually is and how 
it is distinct from such related constructs (cf. Bies et al., 2016; Worthington, 2005a, 2005b). That 
is, debate still surrounds the nature of forgiveness. While this conceptual diversity has 
undoubtedly enriched the literature it has also prevented the field from arriving at a common 
understanding of forgiveness (including clearly differentiating between the different constructs), 
which ultimately impairs our understanding of its consequences and actual value for recovery. 
To address these issues, I use a latent profile analysis approach to investigate how individuals 
experience forgiveness. Specifically, I identify patterns of emotions that constitute different 
forgiveness-related experiences (i.e., profiles). In doing so, I aim to clarify which of the 
forgiveness-related constructs proposed in the literature appear to be reflected in individuals‘ 
actual experiences as well as clarify important distinctions between them. Moreover, I 
investigate the consequences of the identified profiles and whether some forms of forgiveness 
are more beneficial than others (and therefore hold more promise to promote aggrieved 
individuals‘ recovery). 
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In sum, in this two-manuscript dissertation, I adopt a recovery approach to the study of 
the aftermath of workplace transgressions. I focus both on understanding individuals‘ own 
recovery efforts and on promoting their recovery through an intervention. I also investigate the 
possibility that individuals may be able to leverage interpersonal transgressions as opportunities 
for promoting positive outcomes for themselves and their relationships. Overall, this dissertation 
contributes to the conceptual development of a recovery perspective by examining resilience as a 
mechanism that can promote recovery, extending our understanding of how positive outcomes 
can be realized in the aftermath of workplace transgressions, providing a deeper characterization 
of the experience of forgiveness, and identifying forms of forgiveness which hold more versus 
less promise for individuals‘ recovery. By focusing on different facets of recovery (i.e., recovery 
as facilitated by a targeted intervention versus recovery as initiated by the individual) and 
investigating different constructs that are relevant for its success (i.e., resilience and forgiveness), 
this dissertation also aims to provide a path forward and research agenda for advancing the 
literature on recovery. From a practical perspective, this dissertation proposes a cost-effective 
intervention that can be used to promote recovery, and provides a more nuanced understanding 
and relevant insights for managers on how employees experience and react to workplace 
transgressions.  







CHAPTER 2 – MANUSCRIPT 1 
 
FINDING MEANING IN UNFAIR EXPERIENCES:  
USING EXPRESSIVE WRITING AS A WAY TO FOSTER RESILIENCE AND 
POSITIVE OUTCOMES 
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Finding Meaning in Unfair Experiences:  
Using Expressive Writing as a Way to Foster Resilience and Positive Outcomes 
Abstract 
Decades of research have demonstrated that experiencing workplace unfairness can result 
in profound negative consequences for employees. Drawing upon meaning-finding perspectives, 
we challenge the notion that individuals must be resigned to experiencing solely negative 
outcomes in the aftermath of unfairness. Instead, we argue that employees can transform these 
experiences into opportunities for building resilience and promoting positive outcomes. Using an 
expressive writing intervention – a guided writing technique that facilitates the processing of 
negative experiences – we propose that individuals can build resilience in the aftermath of 
unfairness by finding meaning in the situation (i.e., through sensemaking and benefit finding). 
Results indicate that meaning-finding expressive writing was associated with higher resilience 
than traditional expressive writing. Moreover, resilience significantly mediated the relationship 
between meaning-finding (versus traditional) expressive writing and life satisfaction, positive 
relationships with others, and willingness to reconcile with the offender. Theoretical implications 
include highlighting the insights that can be derived from applying person-centered approaches 
within the context of unfairness and the process underlying how positive outcomes can emerge in 
the aftermath of unfairness. From a practical perspective, meaning-finding expressive writing 
can be an effective tool for helping aggrieved employees foster resilience and positive outcomes 
in the aftermath of unfairness.  
 
Keywords: Expressive writing, fairness, meaning, positive outcomes, resilience. 
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Finding Meaning in Unfair Experiences:  
Using Expressive Writing as a Way to Foster Resilience and Positive Outcomes 
Decades of research have established the profound and pervasive effects of workplace 
unfairness for employees and for organizations (e.g., Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & Ng, 
2001; Colquitt et al., 2013; Rupp, Shao, Jones, & Liao, 2014). Given these widespread negative 
effects, scholars have examined how to prevent unfairness from occurring (e.g., by training 
managers to adhere to justice principles; Skarlicki & Latham, 1996) and/or how to mitigate its 
negative impact (e.g., by ―fixing‖ violations with reparative actions, such as apologies; Reb, 
Goldman, Kray, & Cropanzano, 2006). Despite these efforts, unfairness remains a pervasive and 
damaging phenomenon, which costs companies billions of dollars each year (e.g., Level Playing 
Field Institute, 2007) and has long-term detrimental effects on employees‘ psychological and 
physical health, attitudes, and behaviors (Colquitt et al., 2001, 2013; Rupp et al., 2014). Given 
these consequences, it is critical to understand what can be done to help employees recover when 
unfairness does occur, including how they can move beyond these bleak outcomes and whether 
some good can emerge from this adversity.  
Drawing upon meaning-finding perspectives (e.g., Park, 2010, 2016a), we propose that 
employees need not be resigned to experiencing solely negative outcomes in the wake of 
unfairness. Instead, they can transform these negative experiences into positive outcomes for 
themselves and their relationships. More specifically, we argue that facilitating meaning-finding 
can help people foster resilience – a state-like capacity to effectively deal with and overcome 
adversity and its damaging effects (e.g., Luthans, Vogelgesang, & Lester, 2006; Masten, 2001). 
Resilience, in turn, can facilitate positive outcomes in the aftermath of an unfair event. Thus, by 
focusing on the active role that individuals can take in the wake of unfairness, we provide 
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insights into how positive outcomes can emerge from unfair experiences. 
Our goal is to make three primary contributions. First, although an extensive volume of 
research has identified the negative consequences of unfair events, these studies often emphasize 
outcomes of interest for organizations (e.g., how to reduce retaliation; Bies & Tripp, 2002) and 
assume that employees simply reciprocate negative treatment (cf. Cropanzano, Anthony, 
Daniels, & Hall, 2017) – that is, they assume a managerial-centered perspective. In contrast, 
recent theorizing using person-centered approaches highlights the importance of considering 
unfairness from the perspective of aggrieved employees (e.g., Weiss & Rupp, 2011). For 
example, given that experiencing workplace unfairness is associated with profound, pervasive, 
and long-lasting consequences for individuals (e.g., Matthews, 1988), from a person-centered 
perspective it is important to better understand how individuals can more effectively and 
functionally ―live through‖ these experiences, which includes examining outcomes of relevance 
to them and the processes underlying their lived-through experiences. Building on this 
foundation, we argue that employees can actively navigate the aftermath of unfair experiences in 
ways that can allow them to transform these experiences into opportunities for fostering positive 
outcomes for themselves and their relationships (e.g., life satisfaction, positive relationships with 
others, and willingness to reconcile with the offender). In doing so, we provide insights into the 
active and functional role that employees can take to manage the aftermath of unfairness, which 
can create the opportunity to enhance employee-relevant positive outcomes.  
Second, by focusing on employees‘ lived through experiences and outcomes of relevance 
to them, this raises the question of how they can potentially transform unfair experiences into an 
opportunity to foster positive outcomes for themselves and their relationships. We propose that 
facilitating meaning-finding in the aftermath of unfairness can build resilience, which allows 
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people to acknowledge the adverse impact of the unfair event and provides them with an 
opportunity to adaptively move forward. That is, we argue that individuals can foster positive 
outcomes through the development of resilience. By examining meaning-finding and resilience, 
we enhance our theoretical understanding of the process through which people can transform 
unfair events into positive outcomes, including the mechanism through which this can occur. 
Importantly, we highlight that positive outcomes are likely not the direct result of unfairness, but 
rather emerge through the process of meaning-finding and through the development of resilience. 
Finally, there have been repeated calls for interventions and practical applications that 
can help employees and organizations effectively manage fairness issues (e.g., Greenberg, 2009; 
Shapiro, 2001). We investigate whether incorporating meaning-finding into the expressive 
writing intervention – a guided writing technique that encourages disclosure about negative 
events – can promote successful adjustment by fostering resilience and promoting positive 
outcomes. That is, we examine how to stimulate these psychological processes and mechanisms, 
which may help people to live through the aftermath of workplace unfairness in a manner that is 
beneficial to them. Thus, our research not only provides a theoretical understanding of the 
processes through which positive outcomes can be fostered but also examines an intervention 
that can be used towards this end. By providing theoretical and practical insights, we respond to 
calls for fairness research to remain practical and relevant for those who experience and those 
who must manage unfairness (e.g., Barclay, Skarlicki, & Latham, 2009; Shapiro, 2001).  
Theoretical Background 
Experiencing workplace unfairness can be devastating for individuals (e.g., Colquitt et 
al., 2001, 2013; Rupp et al., 2014). Given the pervasive and long-lasting effects of these 
experiences (Matthews, 1988), it is critical to understand how employees can effectively manage 
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the aftermath of unfairness, including how they can create the potential for positive outcomes to 
emerge. We argue that meaning-finding perspectives (e.g., Janoff-Bulman, 1992) may provide 
insights into how individuals can navigate and overcome these difficult situations.  
Meaning-finding frameworks suggest that two key sources of meaning are sensemaking 
and benefit finding (e.g., Davis, Nolen-Hoeksema, & Larson, 1998; Janoff-Bulman & Frantz, 
1997). Sensemaking is a process that people undergo to work through and ultimately understand 
issues or events that violate their expectations (Weick, 1995), which can enhance their 
understanding of what happened and why, create order and structure, and embed the event into 
their broader experience (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014). Thus, by creating a narrative, the 
sensemaking process can make the situation seem more structured and less overwhelming 
(Pennebaker, Mayne, & Francis, 1997) as well as reduce uncertainty, guide the choice of an 
appropriate course of action, and facilitate resolution (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014).  
Although understanding why the event happened and how it fits into one‘s broader life 
experiences (i.e., sensemaking) is important to generate some level of meaning, it may be 
insufficient to help individuals attribute value or significance to the situation. For example, 
people may understand why a negative event happened, but still not be able to see it as a 
valuable learning experience. Developing meaning necessitates that individuals not only make 
sense of the incident but also engage in benefit finding – that is, recognize the value and 
significance of the event, including positive things that they can take from the experience and 
learnings that can be used to effectively navigate the environment moving forward (e.g., Affleck 
& Tennen, 1996; Tennen & Affleck, 1999).  
Overall, sensemaking and benefit finding are both critical to meaning-finding because 
they contribute to the creation of a more coherent and holistic narrative that not only helps the 
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individual process the experience but also attaches personal significance to the event (e.g., Park, 
2010). Moreover, meaning-finding can facilitate adjustment by helping people see their 
hardships as more manageable and less overwhelming. By changing one‘s orientation from 
focusing on the adversity to envisioning a brighter and more meaningful future, meaning-finding 
can help individuals build a bridge between the adversity and a more positive future, which can 
sustain and promote their efforts to adapt to and overcome the situation (e.g., Frankl, 1984; 
Masten & Wright, 2010). Thus, finding meaning in adverse situations – such as unfairness – is 
likely to help foster resilience (e.g., Park, 2016a, 2016b); a state-like capacity that can be 
developed (e.g., through training programs and interventions; Robertson, Cooper, Sarkar, & 
Curran, 2015; Vanhove, Herian, Perez, Harms, & Lester, 2015). 
Integrating Meaning-Finding with Expressive Writing to Foster Resilience 
Given that meaning-finding may foster resilience (e.g., Park, 2016a, 2016b), it is critical 
to understand how people can be encouraged to engage in this process. We propose that 
meaning-finding may be facilitated through expressive writing – a guided writing technique that 
allows disclosure about adverse events and other significant personal topics.
1
  
Previous research has shown that traditional expressive writing (i.e., writing about one‘s 
emotions and thoughts) can facilitate sensemaking by prompting individuals to create a narrative 
about their experiences (Pennebaker et al., 1997). Within the context of workplace unfairness, 
research focusing on the sensemaking aspects of traditional expressive writing has related this 
type of writing to a decrease in managerial-centered outcomes (e.g., anger and retaliation; 
                                                             
1
 The typical expressive writing protocol includes four twenty-minute writing sessions, with participants randomly 
assigned to write about either a neutral topic or their thoughts, emotions, or thoughts and emotions about the 
experience (Pennebaker, 1994). This intervention has been shown to have beneficial outcomes for a variety of 
experiences, including severe medical conditions (e.g., Willmott, Harris, Gellaitry, Cooper, & Horne, 2011) and 
marital adjustment (e.g., Baddeley & Pennebaker, 2011). Meta-analytic evidence has shown that writing that 
involves both emotions and thoughts is more effective than the other experimental conditions at eliciting the desired 
outcomes (Smyth, 1998). Accordingly, we focus on the emotions and thoughts condition and refer to this condition 
as ―traditional expressive writing‖. 
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Barclay & Skarlicki, 2009) and an increase in forgiveness (Barclay & Saldanha, 2016). 
However, we propose that the traditional expressive writing intervention can be adapted to more 
fully facilitate meaning-finding by asking individuals to also reflect on benefits they have gained 
or may still gain as a result of the situation. That is, expressive writing can be used to incorporate 
both components of meaning-finding (i.e., sensemaking and benefit finding), which can expand 
the outcomes that individuals can experience in the aftermath of unfairness to include positive 
outcomes for themselves and their relationships. 
By engaging in meaning-finding expressive writing (i.e., expressive writing that 
incorporates both sensemaking and benefit finding), we argue that individuals can foster 
resilience by creating a more holistic narrative that not only facilitates their understanding of the 
event but also focuses them on how the event can have personal benefits. That is, meaning-
finding expressive writing can make the event seem less overwhelming, more understandable, 
and more personally significant, which can build resources and help the individual positively 
adapt to the adversity (e.g., Frankl, 1984; Park, 2016a). Overall, we propose that expressive 
writing that focuses on both sensemaking and benefit finding is likely to be more effective in 
fostering the development of resilience than traditional expressive writing (which only focuses 
on sensemaking) because it incorporates a more comprehensive approach to meaning-finding.  
Hypothesis 1: Meaning-finding expressive writing is associated with higher resilience 
than traditional expressive writing. 
Promoting Opportunities for Positive Outcomes through Resilience  
Resilience allows individuals to recognize the effects of adverse experiences and strive to 
overcome them (e.g., Masten, 2001). Indeed, resilience has been shown to promote adjustment 
and successful adaptation in the wake of a variety of difficult life situations, such as cancer (Pat-
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Horenczyk et al., 2015) and child abuse (Banyard & Williams, 2007). Within the context of 
workplace unfairness, we propose that fostering resilience through meaning-finding expressive 
writing can help individuals transform an unfair experience from a potentially destructive force 
into an opportunity to promote positive outcomes. Given that a person-centered perspective 
highlights employees‘ experiences and employee-relevant outcomes (cf. Weiss & Rupp, 2011), 
we examine the influence of expressive writing and resilience on two important indicators of 
employee well-being: life satisfaction and positive relationships with others. Moreover, people 
are often bounded by organizational constraints to continue working together in the wake of 
unfairness (cf. Aquino, Grover, Goldman, & Folger,, 2003; Bies, Barclay, Tripp, & Aquino, 
2016). Such continued interactions may make it more difficult for individuals to move forward 
from the event and even lead to escalating negative consequences to the aggrieved individual and 
his/her relationship with the offender (Barclay & Saldanha, 2016). Thus, we also examine 
willingness to reconcile; a benign behavioral reaction towards the offender that can prevent an 
escalation of conflict and enable the two parties to functionally work together in the aftermath of 
a transgression (Aquino et al., 2003). 
Life satisfaction. Life satisfaction refers to individuals‘ global assessment of the quality 
of their life circumstances and is a key component of well-being (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & 
Griffin, 1985). Given the important role that work plays in people‘s lives (Tepper, 2000), 
experiencing workplace unfairness can represent an adverse life circumstance that can hamper 
individuals‘ assessment of the overall quality of their lives. In the aftermath of unfairness, 
resilience may be critical for promoting life satisfaction because it can boost individuals‘ 
confidence in their ability to meet present and future challenges. Moreover, resilience provides 
individuals with the resources that they need to develop a positive outlook despite the negative 
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situation they experienced (Liu, Wang, & Li, 2012; Mak, Ng, & Wong, 2011). That is, resilience 
can promote life satisfaction by helping aggrieved individuals more positively evaluate the 
quality and conditions of their life.  
Positive relationships with others. Experiencing relationships with others that are 
meaningful, close, intimate and warm is an important indicator of individuals‘ well-being (Ryff, 
1989). However, unfair experiences can have a detrimental effect on people‘s relationships with 
others. For example, unfairness may signal to employees that they are not valued within the 
organization, which can create a feeling of distance and disconnection from others (e.g., Lind & 
Tyler, 1988) and lead to deficits in individuals‘ capacity to relate effectively to others (e.g., 
Tepper, Duffy, Henle, & Lambert, 2006). In the wake of unfairness, resilience can help 
individuals focus on the relationships that matter to them (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004), become 
more sensitive to others, as well as appreciate and value important relationships (Tedeschi & 
Calhoun, 1996). That is, resilience can function as a resource that encourages individuals to 
foster positive relationships with others in the wake of adversity.  
Willingness to reconcile with the offender. Reconciliation reflects goodwill actions by 
the aggrieved individual with the aim of reestablishing a functional relationship with the offender 
(Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001). Within the context of transgressions, approach-related behaviors 
towards the offender can be facilitated by addressing the ―injustice gap‖ – a sense of violation 
that can emerge as a result of discrepancies between how individuals wish to be treated and their 
actual treatment (Exline, Worthington, Hill, & McCullough, 2003). By building resources, we 
argue that the development of resilience can help employees restore their own needs (e.g., sense 
of power and control; Wenzel & Okimoto, 2010). This can decrease the gap created by the 
unfairness (e.g., Exline et al., 2003), thereby opening avenues of relationship repair (i.e., 
Recovering from Workplace Offenses     23 
 
enhancing the aggrieved employee‘s willingness to reconcile).  
Overall, we propose that meaning-finding expressive writing can foster resilience, which 
in turn can promote positive outcomes for aggrieved individuals including life satisfaction, 
positive relationships with others, and willingness to reconcile with the offender. That is, by 
fostering the capacity and resources to effectively deal with adversity (i.e., building resilience), 
meaning-finding expressive writing can create the opportunity for individuals to experience 
positive outcomes in the wake of unfair workplace events. Taken together, we propose that 
resilience can serve as a key mechanism linking meaning-finding with the emergence of positive 
outcomes in the aftermath of unfair workplace experiences.  
Hypothesis 2: Resilience mediates the relationship between expressive writing (meaning-
finding versus traditional) and a) life satisfaction, b) positive relationships with others, 
and c) willingness to reconcile with the offender. 
Method 
Participants and Procedures 
Participants were recruited from a North American university and received course credit 
for participating. A pre-screen survey was used that contained demographics and the question: 
―Have you ever been unfairly treated by a supervisor in your workplace?‖ People who responded 
affirmatively answered an open-ended question to ensure that they could indeed recall an unfair 
event they had personally experienced: ―Please select a time that you felt unfairly treated by a 
supervisor in your workplace, and describe it briefly in the space below‖. Individuals who 
completed the above steps (424 people) were invited to participate in the full study. A total of 
147 individuals agreed to participate. However, we removed 15 participants because they had 
unreadable essays (4), completed the study twice (2; only their first participation was included), 
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or failed to adhere to the protocol (9; did not follow writing instructions and/or complete parts of 
the protocol). The final sample (N = 132) was comprised of 56.80% male participants, with an 
average age of 20.31 years old (SD = .88) and 3.34 years (SD = 1.87) of work experience.  
Following Pennebaker (1994), participants attended four writing sessions on consecutive 
days. In the first session, they provided informed consent and selected an unfair event that they 
had experienced from their supervisor that would be used for the rest of the study. Participants 
completed pre-intervention measures and were randomly assigned to the conditions to write for 
20 minutes on their assigned topic. All participants received the same questionnaires, regardless 
of their condition. In the second, third, and fourth sessions, they wrote for 20 minutes on their 
assigned topic. After the writing sessions, they completed a brief survey that included a 
manipulation check, which asked participants to indicate how meaningful their writing had been 
to them. To avoid focusing participants on this item, we included other items in the survey (e.g., 
mood, how interesting the writing was). In the fourth session, they also completed post-
intervention measures after they had finished writing and were debriefed.  
Participants were randomly assigned to one of four conditions. We included a control 
condition and a traditional expressive writing condition as a basis for comparison. Following 
Pennebaker‘s (1994) protocol, participants in the control condition (C, n = 33) wrote about a 
different and trivial topic each session (e.g., how they had managed their time over the last 24 
hours), whereas those in the traditional expressive writing condition (TEW, n = 30) wrote about 
their thoughts and feelings about the unfair event (i.e., focused on sensemaking). We examined 
two meaning-finding conditions, which counterbalanced the sensemaking and benefit finding 
instructions because there are some indications that individuals may need to make sense of the 
event before being able to find benefits in it (e.g., Janoff-Bulman & Frantz, 1997). Additionally, 
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engaging in sensemaking before benefit finding may also better enable individuals to integrate 
benefits into the overall narrative they create about the event (Pennebaker & Chung, 2007). 
Participants in the first of these conditions received the TEW instructions for two sessions and 
were then asked to consider benefits arising from the experience for the remaining two sessions 
(MF1, n = 34), while this order was reversed for the second meaning-finding condition (MF2, n = 
35). The benefit finding instructions asked participants to ―(…) focus on any positive aspects that 
arose as a result of this unfair workplace experience that has affected you and your life (…). In 
your writing, you can explore any positive aspects of the experience and/or how the experience 
has benefited you as a person or may benefit you in the future (…)‖. 
To ensure confidentiality, each participant was run individually in a private room and 
assigned a numeric code for all study materials. Participants were informed that confidentiality 
would only be broken in severe cases (e.g., writing indicating threat to oneself or others). We 
provided contact information for counselling services and our debriefing assessed whether any 
harm or distress had occurred from participating in the study. No harm was detected.  
Measures 
Meaningfulness of writing (a manipulation check to ensure that participants had 
followed their respective writing instructions) was measured with one-item: ―Please indicate the 
extent to which your writing was meaningful to you.‖ The response scale ranged from not at all 
(1) to a great deal (7). Responses from the four writing sessions were averaged.  
Our dependent variables were measured pre- and post-intervention. Life satisfaction was 
measured with Diener et al.‘s (1985) Satisfaction with Life scale (5-items; e.g., ―In most ways, 
my life is close to my ideal‖). The response scale ranged from strongly disagree (1) to strongly 
agree (7). Positive relationships with others was assessed with Tedeschi and Calhoun‘s (1996) 
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Relating to Others subscale of the Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (6-items; e.g., ―I learned a 
great deal about how wonderful people are‖‖). Participants were asked: ―Please indicate the 
degree to which each of the changes described below occurred in your life as a result of the 
situation‖. The response scale ranged from not at all (1) to a great extent (7). Willingness to 
reconcile was assessed with Aquino et al.‘s (2001) scale (5-items; e.g., ―I am willing to try to 
make amends‖), using the question stem: ―Please indicate to what extent you currently intend to 
react in the following ways toward the person who offended you (or how you would intend to 
respond if you had the chance)‖. Responses ranged from not at all (1) to a great deal (7). 
Resilience was assessed using two trained coders (blind to the experimental conditions 
and hypotheses) who independently rated the essays from the three experimental conditions (99 
participants x 4 essays per participant = 396 essays).
2
 Before proceeding with the coding, the two 
coders met with the first author to receive coding instructions as well as become familiar with the 
operational definition of resilience and respective rating scale. Drawing from previous research 
that conceptualizes resilience as a state-like, malleable, and dynamic capacity (e.g., Luthans et 
al., 2006), the coders used the following instructions to assess resilience within the writing 
samples: To what extent does the participant evidence a capacity to bounce back 
from/overcome/get over/positively adapt to the event? This can involve: a) getting back to a 
previous state or to achieve a better state as a result of the event, or b) flexibly adapting to the 
demands of the situation. The rating scale ranged from not at all (1) to a great deal (7). The 
coders rated essays from 3 participants with the first author for training purposes and then 
independently rated the remaining essays. After the coding was complete, the coders resolved 
discrepancies that were 2 points or more apart through discussion. Given our focus on the overall 
                                                             
2
 The coding scheme was not applicable to the essays of participants in the control condition because they wrote 
about topics that were unrelated to the unfair experience.  
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level of resilience observed in the writing, we averaged each coder‘s ratings for each participant 
across the four writing sessions. Intraclass correlation coefficients (cf. LeBreton & Senter, 2008) 
supported aggregation of the ratings from the two coders: ICC1 = .87 and ICC2 = .93.  
Using scales adopted in expressive writing research, perceived resolution (2-items; ―I 
feel like this situation has been resolved‖, ―This situation has been settled‖) and event severity 
(2-items; ―This is a serious transgression‖, ―I consider this offense to be severe‖) were included 
as control variables since these may influence the effectiveness of the intervention (cf. Barclay & 
Saldanha, 2016). The response scale for perceived resolution and severity ranged from not at all 
(1) to a great deal (7). These variables were measured in the pre-intervention questionnaire. 
Results 
Preliminary Analysis 
To determine whether participants had adhered to their respective writing instructions, we 
began by analyzing the essays with Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC2015, see 
Pennebaker, Booth, Boyd, & Francis, 2015 and Pennebaker, Boyd, Jordan, & Blackburn, 2015 
for further details on the program) for the positive emotions, negative emotions, and cognitive 
processing categories. Adherence to writing instructions is supported if emotional expression 
(positive and negative) and cognitive processing is higher in the three experimental conditions 
than in the control condition (cf. Pennebaker, 1994) and if the expression of positive emotions is 
higher in the two meaning-finding conditions than in the traditional expressive writing condition. 
There was a significant effect of experimental condition on positive emotions, F (3, 128) = 48.01, p 
< .001, partial ɳ
2
 = .53; negative emotions, F (3, 128) = 68.09, p < .001, partial ɳ
2
 = .61; and 
cognitive processing, F (3, 128) = 141.00, p < .001, partial ɳ
2
 = .77. As expected, participants in the 
three experimental conditions displayed more emotions and cognitive processing in their writing 
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than those in the control condition. Moreover, participants in the two meaning-finding conditions 
expressed more positive emotions than participants in the traditional expressive writing 
condition. Table 1 shows the full results.  
We also examined our manipulation check to determine if writing meaningfulness 
differed across conditions. Results indicated a significant effect of experimental condition on 
writing meaningfulness, F (3, 128) = 34.91, p < .001, partial ɳ
2
 = .45. As expected, participants in 
both meaning-finding conditions rated their writing as more meaningful than participants in the 
traditional expressive writing and the control conditions. Overall, these results provide evidence 
that participants adhered to their respective writing instructions (see Table 1). 
Hypothesis Testing 
Table 2 displays the means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations. Given our 
emphasis on the development of resilience through expressive writing, we focused our main 
analysis on the experimental conditions (i.e., participants in the control condition wrote about 
neutral topics and did not have the opportunity to develop resilience through writing). However, 
for completeness, Table 3 presents the results for the direct effects of expressive writing for all 
conditions, including the control condition. 
Hypothesis 1 predicted that participants in the meaning-finding conditions (MF1 and 
MF2) would develop more resilience through their writing than participants in the traditional 
expressive writing condition (TEW). Analysis of covariance (ANCOVA), with perceived 
resolution and severity included as control variables, showed a significant effect of experimental 




 Bonferroni-corrected post-hoc 
tests indicated that participants in both MF conditions (M MF1 = 2.27, M MF2 = 2.27) expressed 
                                                             
3
 Results for all analyses were substantively similar when perceived resolution and severity were removed from the 
analyses. 
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more resilience in their writing than those in the TEW condition (M TEW = 1.55); while resilience 
did not significantly differ across the two MF conditions (see Table 3). H1 was supported.  
We conducted a path analysis using observed variables with AMOS to test resilience as a 
mediator in the relationship between meaning-finding expressive writing and life satisfaction, 
positive relationships with others, and willingness to reconcile with the offender (Hypothesis 2). 
Given our focus on whether meaning-finding expressive writing (MF1 and MF2) is more effective 
than traditional expressive writing (TEW), we created two dummy-coded variables with the 
TEW condition serving as the comparison condition. Perceived resolution and severity were 
included as control variables. We also controlled for the pre-intervention levels of the focal 
dependent variables to focus on the change in these variables due to the intervention. The model 
showed a good fit to the data (χ
2 
(22) = 32.27, p = .07; CFI = .97; SRMR = .06). Bootstrapping 
analyses (10,000 resamples) indicated that the indirect effect for both meaning-finding 
expressive writing conditions (versus traditional expressive writing) on our outcome variables 
via resilience was significant for all dependent measures. Life satisfaction: indirect effect MF1 = 
.12, SE = .07, 95% CI [.03, .30]; indirect effect MF2 = .12, SE = .06, 95% CI [.03, .28]. Positive 
relationships with others: indirect effect MF1 = .31, SE = .15, 95% CI [.09, .74]; indirect effect MF2 
= .31, SE = .15, 95% CI [.08, .69]. Willingness to reconcile: indirect effect MF1 = .28, SE = .16, 
95% CI [.04, .69]; indirect effect MF2 = .28, SE = .15, 95% CI [.04, .67]. H2 was supported.  
Discussion 
Given the pervasive and damaging impact of workplace unfairness, it is critical to 
understand how employees can effectively navigate the aftermath of these experiences. Our 
findings indicate that engaging in meaning-finding (through expressive writing) can help 
individuals build resilience in the aftermath of workplace unfairness and promote positive 
Recovering from Workplace Offenses     30 
 
outcomes, including life satisfaction, positive relationships with others, and willingness to 
reconcile with the offender. These findings challenge the notion that individuals are resigned to 
experiencing solely negative outcomes in the aftermath of unfair workplace experiences; instead, 
people can transform these experiences into opportunities to promote positive outcomes for 
themselves and their relationships. Our findings make several contributions to the literature.  
Finding Meaning in Unfair Experiences  
Past research has shown that expressive writing can stimulate sensemaking and the 
creation of a coherent narrative (e.g., Pennebaker et al., 1997). From a meaning-finding 
perspective, however, both sensemaking and benefit finding may be necessary for individuals to 
create a meaningful narrative that can stimulate positive outcomes (e.g., Davis et al., 1998; 
Janoff-Bulman & Frantz, 1997). Aligned with this reasoning, we found that people who engaged 
in meaning-finding expressive writing (i.e., sensemaking and benefit finding) developed more 
resilience and experienced more positive outcomes at the end of the intervention than those who 
engaged in traditional expressive writing (i.e., sensemaking). Our findings highlight the benefits 
of adopting a meaning-finding approach. Further, the differential effects of meaning-finding 
versus sensemaking suggest the importance of enhancing our theoretical understanding of the 
distinctions between these constructs, their conceptual boundaries, and differential effects. 
Although we counterbalanced sensemaking and benefit finding in our two meaning-
finding conditions, the two meaning-finding expressive writing conditions had similar effects 
regardless of the order in which sensemaking and benefit finding were stimulated. However, we 
encourage researchers to continue studying potential ordering effects because the narratives that 
are generated under these two conditions may differ in the type or quality of the ―meanings 
made‖ (e.g., Park, 2010). For example, narratives created by sensemaking followed by benefit 
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finding may involve a deeper processing of the event, which could be more helpful in the long 
term because benefits have been layered on or integrated with a strong understanding of the 
situation. By contrast, if a narrative was focused on benefit finding first, the individual may have 
focused on the ―silver linings‖ of the situation and it is possible that these benefits are more 
superficial since they are not grounded in a strong understanding of the experience. Thus, the 
narratives generated within the two meaning-finding conditions may be qualitatively different 
from each other, which may lead to different effects over time. Future research should further 
examine the process underlying how meaning is made, the types of meaning that are generated, 
and the implications of different forms of meaning.  
We focused on how to facilitate meaning-finding and the outcomes of this process. 
However, future research may also benefit from considering how the individual can influence, 
and be influenced by, this process. For example, Weiss and Rupp (2011, p. 92) argued that ―the 
self binds the experiences together, while shaping and being shaped by the meaning of each 
experience.‖ This insight has several implications when it is applied to the narratives created 
within the context of meaning-finding expressive writing interventions. For example, it suggests 
that one‘s previous experiences can shape the meaning that is generated and/or the meaning that 
can be derived from a particular experience. Further, once meanings are made, one‘s narrative 
may influence how one processes and responds to situations moving forward. For instance, if an 
individual has created a narrative that highlights how strong he/she is as a person, future 
experiences may be approached with a challenge (rather than hindrance) perspective. This is 
likely to be very different than someone whose narrative focuses on how he/she lets others take 
advantage of him/her; this person may be more vigilant for exploitation moving forward. 
Additionally, individuals‘ motivations may influence the information that is perceived and used 
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in creating meaning, which may influence the meanings that are made (cf. Barclay, Bashshur, & 
Fortin, 2017). Future research should further examine the factors that influence the nature of the 
narratives and how these narratives are integrated into one‘s broader experiences. 
Building Resilience in the Aftermath of Unfairness  
Meaning-finding expressive writing was associated with the development of resilience in 
the aftermath of unfairness, which provides further empirical evidence that resilience can be 
conceptualized as a malleable capacity that can be developed (cf. Luthans et al., 2006). Further, 
our findings highlight the importance of resilience in the context of fairness. Within the fairness 
literature, there has been a strong tendency to place individuals in a passive role, in which they 
experience negative outcomes of unfairness and reciprocate negative treatment but they are 
assumed not to actively navigate these experiences or their aftermath (cf. Barclay & Skarlicki, 
2008). However, we found that individuals can take an active role, such that engaging in 
meaning-finding can allow them to navigate the aftermath of the unfair experience and leverage 
the experience to create positive outcomes.  
Our findings also call into question the tendency to treat people who have experienced 
unfairness as ―victims.‖ The label of victim acknowledges that the individual has experienced 
undue harm but it can also confer a status on individuals that is typically associated with being 
passive and helpless (Leisenring, 2006). Moreover, using the label of victim can create scripts 
for how this person is supposed to act and how others should interact with this person (e.g., 
Holstein & Miller, 1990). For example, individuals who are viewed as ―victims‖ are not 
expected to be able to help themselves but rather require help from others, which can reduce 
their power to deal with the situation. However, our results indicate that individuals can take 
active steps to navigate the aftermath of unfairness. Moreover, because resilience is a personal 
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resource, individuals may initiate these processes even in the absence of the offenders‘ 
involvement. This is important since offenders are often reluctant to approach aggrieved 
employees to help them manage the aftermath of an unfair experience (cf. Barclay & Saldanha, 
2016; Barclay & Skarlicki 2008). Aligned with this reasoning, we suggest that future research 
may benefit from examining how these types of labels can impact experiences within the context 
of unfairness, including how these experiences unfold as well as how the labels can create 
expectations for each party involved in the interaction (e.g., employee, managers, and third 
parties) and shape the dynamic interplay that can occur between these parties.  
Although individuals can develop resilience in the aftermath of unfairness, it is important 
to note that this does not condone unfairness or imply that we should intentionally treat people in 
an unfair manner to build resilience. Further, this does not absolve organizations of the 
responsibility for redressing the harm. Rather, our results highlight that employees can also hold 
power that can be leveraged to help them navigate unfair experiences and build resources.  
Resilience and Positive Outcomes 
Our study demonstrated that meaning-finding was associated with positive outcomes via 
the development of resilience. Previous research has emphasized the negative consequences of 
unfairness (e.g., Colquitt et al., 2001, 2013). However, this emphasis on manager-relevant 
outcomes and the tendency to reciprocate unfair treatment may have contributed to a biased 
perspective in which unfairness is almost exclusively linked to negative outcomes. However, our 
findings suggest that positive outcomes can emerge from unfair workplace experiences. This 
aligns with research in other literatures which recognizes that people can experience positive 
outcomes in the aftermath of difficult situations, particularly when a person-centered perspective 
is adopted (e.g., Peralta & Saldanha, 2017; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004).  
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These findings do not discount the importance of mitigating negative outcomes. Instead, 
they highlight the importance of understanding how to generate positive outcomes that can be 
functional for individuals and organizations. Future research should identify other positive 
outcomes that can emerge from unfair experiences and explore the conditions under which those 
outcomes can emerge. Moreover, future research may benefit from examining how meaning-
finding can also initiate other related processes. For example, people who believe that the unfair 
experience has enabled them to grow as a person may incorporate these experiences into ongoing 
growth-related narratives, such as narratives focused on achieving, learning, and/or helping. 
These growth-related narratives may have a variety of additional benefits, such as enhancing 
individual agency and supporting progressive self-change (e.g., Sonenshein, Dutton, Grant, 
Spreitzer, & Sutcliffe, 2013), providing insights into one‘s personal and career-related identities 
(e.g., Vough & Caza, 2017), and stimulating positive actions that can help the individual build 
psychological resources (e.g., Maitlis, 2011). Thus, meaning-finding may serve as an antecedent 
and/or complementary process that can impact individuals‘ well-being and effectiveness.  
The Importance of Interventions  
We grounded our investigation in an intervention that focuses on employees‘ experiences. 
This is important because the fairness literature has been criticized for neglecting the voices of 
those who experience unfairness and those who must manage it. For example, Greenberg (2009, 
p. 181) noted that ―everybody talks about organizational justice, but nobody does anything about 
it.‖ Relatedly, Shapiro (2001) argued that the fairness literature should address the needs of those 
who experience unfairness to remain relevant – otherwise, the literature is simply awaiting its 
death knell. Focusing on a person-centered intervention not only captures and highlights 
individuals‘ experiences but it also provides employees with a voice and a way to help them 
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manage these issues in a practical way. We encourage future research to continue to refine our 
theories to reflect the experiences of those who are actually encountering unfairness.  
We proposed that resilience would be well-suited as a target for a recovery intervention 
given that it is a resource that can be developed. This represents a tertiary intervention approach, 
which seeks to ameliorate ones‘ condition in the aftermath of a difficult situation (Quick, 
Murphy, Hurrell, & Orman, 1992). Tertiary interventions are important because it may be 
difficult to fully eradicate unfairness from the workplace due to its perceptual nature (e.g., 
Greenberg, 1986). However, resilience may also be promoted on an ongoing basis to safeguard 
individuals from unfairness (i.e., as a primary intervention to prevent negative situations from 
occurring) or to help them cope more effectively with other offenses they may experience in the 
future (i.e., as a secondary intervention to minimize the negative consequences of situations). 
Future research should continue to develop and examine the effectiveness of primary, secondary, 
and tertiary interventions within the context of fairness. This will not only enable the literature to 
remain theoretically rich but also practically relevant (cf. Shapiro, 2001). 
Adopting a Person-Centered Approach to Unfairness  
Our investigation focused on the implications of adopting a person-centered approach to 
understanding individuals‘ experiences of unfairness (e.g., Weiss & Rupp, 2011). This contrasts 
the prevailing paradigm in the literature, which has emphasized a managerial-centered 
perspective (cf. Bies & Tripp, 2002). Our findings demonstrate that a person-centered approach 
can enhance our understanding of unfairness in several ways. First, rather than focusing on 
people as objects or abstractions of attitudes and skills, person-centered approaches are grounded 
in the employee‘s experiences and perspective (―the self as source of perspective‖; Weiss & 
Rupp, 2011, p. 88) and emphasize experiences and outcomes that are important to the individual. 
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This is critical for understanding how employees experience unfairness and its aftermath. That is, 
to help individuals effectively manage unfair experiences, we need to understand these 
experiences from their point of view and with outcomes of importance to them. Although 
organizations often care about employee well-being because it can enhance other important 
outcomes, such as performance (Wright & Cropanzano, 2000), focusing on the employee‘s 
perspective provides a more comprehensive understanding of well-being and how it can be 
fostered. Further, it recognizes the importance of well-being for the employee in its own right 
and not simply as a conduit for enhancing organizational effectiveness as well as broadens the 
scope of outcomes of relevance that can and should be examined. 
Second, a person-centered perspective emphasizes how individuals are ―living through‖ 
experiences. Often times, within the fairness literature, the focus is on how employees assess and 
directly respond to an unfair event (e.g., how people reciprocate unfair treatment by engaging in 
negative behaviors directed towards the source of the unfairness; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). 
From an organization‘s perspective, it is important to understand when employees may engage in 
negative behaviors (e.g., retaliate). However, this perspective may unintentionally overlook how 
individuals must continue to ―live through‖ unfair experiences, with all the pervasive and long-
lasting consequences that may follow (e.g., Matthews, 1988). Our investigation highlights that 
there are opportunities to help individuals more effectively manage the aftermath of unfairness.  
 Third, a person-centered perspective focuses on the role of the active self – that is, ―the 
self as ever-present agent‖ (Weiss & Rupp, 2011, p. 88). Although research has focused on how 
employees respond to organizations‘ attempts to mitigate a negative situation (e.g., through 
restitution), this approach emphasizes ―fixing what is broken‖ in the situation rather than how the 
unfairness has impacted the individual as a person (cf. Barclay & Saldanha, 2015). Our research 
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highlights that individuals can take an active role in navigating the event and its personal 
implications. This suggests that future research would benefit from further examining the 
experience of unfairness from the perspective of the person living through it, including more 
fully understanding the issues that are involved in addressing the aftermath of an unfair 
experience (e.g., how the unfairness has impacted the individual from his/her point of view).  
Strengths and Limitations 
Our study should be viewed in light of its strengths and limitations. First, we used an 
experimental design, which has the advantage of increased internal validity (cf. Aronson & 
Carlsmith, 1968). Further, our participants wrote about personal and non-trivial offenses that 
they had actually experienced in the workplace. However, future research may benefit from 
examining these relationships using other designs and different samples to provide further 
evidence of the generalizability of our findings. Second, we controlled for the pre-intervention 
levels of our outcome variables in the analyses to focus on changes related to the intervention. 
Future research may also wish to explore how long-lasting the effects of the intervention are by 
measuring these outcomes at later points in time (e.g., months or years after the intervention). 
Third, we focused on unfairness from a supervisor because this a common source of workplace 
unfairness that can have a significant impact on employees‘ well-being and relationships (cf. 
Rupp et al., 2014). However, employees can also experience unfairness from other parties within 
the workplace context, including coworkers and customers. Future research may wish to 
investigate whether these results generalize to unfair experiences from other entities.  
We included four conditions in our study design – control, traditional expressive writing, 
and two meaning-finding conditions (which counterbalanced sensemaking and benefit finding). 
We did not include a benefit finding only condition for two main reasons. First, we were 
Recovering from Workplace Offenses     38 
 
interested in eliciting meaning-finding, which has been defined in terms of the combination of 
sensemaking and benefit finding (cf. Davis et al., 1998; Janoff-Bulman & Frantz, 1997). Thus, it 
was important to examine how meaning-finding (rather than benefit finding) compared to the 
traditional expressive writing condition. Second, we were concerned that asking participants to 
consider the benefits emerging from the experience too often or for too long a period of time 
may become frustrating. Benefit finding is likely to be effective when used in conjunction with 
sensemaking. By contrast, focusing on benefit finding in isolation (i.e., without the opportunity 
for sensemaking) may not always be a well-received request and may occasionally backfire (e.g., 
Lehman, Ellard, & Wortman, 1986; Tennen & Affleck, 1999). For example, previous research 
has found that when expressive writing focused only on emotions (as opposed to emotions and 
thoughts together) it produced higher levels of anger (Barclay & Skarlicki, 2009). Given that we 
were working with real experiences of unfairness, we wanted to tread carefully and sought to 
minimize such potentially negative effects by ensuring that benefit finding was paired with 
sensemaking. However, future research may wish to consider testing the effects of a benefit 
finding only condition and whether there are individual factors moderating its effects.  
Practical Implications 
From a practical perspective, these findings indicate that expressive writing can be an 
effective tool for helping individuals to develop resilience and promote positive outcomes in the 
aftermath of unfairness. An additional benefit of the expressive writing technique is that unlike 
most managerial-centered interventions (i.e., remedial interventions, such as apologies; Reb et 
al., 2006), it can be self-administered. This allows individuals to take a more active role, even if 
others in their organizational context are unwilling or unable to do so. However, expressive 
writing interventions are likely best completed on employees‘ own time and from their own 
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volition. This can help ensure that employees feel safe writing about personal events and that this 
writing will not be viewed by those in the organization, which is important for effective 
disclosure (cf. Barclay & Saldanha, 2015, 2016).  
Conclusion 
Despite managers‘ best intentions, unfairness is unlikely to be completely eradicated from 
the workplace. Given its pervasive and damaging effects, it is critical to understand how to help 
employees effectively navigate these experiences. Overall, our findings highlight that employees 
do not have to be resigned to negative outcomes in the wake of unfairness. Instead, they can 
transform these experiences into opportunities for positive outcomes through meaning-finding 
and the development of resilience. Theoretically, we hope that researchers will continue to use a 
person-centered perspective to better understand individuals‘ lived through experiences of 
fairness, including the processes and outcomes that are relevant for helping them effectively 
navigate these issues in the workplace. Practically, it is critical for organizations to prevent 
unfairness, where possible. However, when unfairness does occur, meaning-finding expressive 
writing interventions – a cost-effective and easily administered intervention – can enable to 
employees to transform these experiences into opportunities to develop resilience and promote 
positive outcomes.  
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Table 1 



























 Positive Emotions 
F (3, 128) = 48.01, p < .001, partial ɳ
2
 = .53 
Negative Emotions 
F (3, 128) = 68.09, p < .001, partial ɳ
2
 = .61 
TEW  2.67     3.16     
 MF1 3.87 -1.20*** .23 -1.83 -.59 2.75     .41 .21     -.14 .97 
 MF2 3.80 -1.13*** .23 -1.75 -.52 2.90     .26 .21   -.29   .81 
 C 1.54  1.13*** .23    .50 1.75   .58 2.58*** .21   2.03 3.14 
MF1            
 MF2       .07 .22  -.52   .67     -.15 .20  -.69   .38 
 C    2.33*** .23  1.73 2.94  2.17*** .20 1.63 2.71 
MF2            
 C    2.26*** .22 1.66 2.86  2.32*** .20 1.79 2.86 
  Cognitive Processing 
F (3, 128) = 141.00, p < .001, partial ɳ
2
 = .77 
Writing Meaningfulness 
F (3, 128) = 34.91, p < .001, partial ɳ
2
 = .45 
TEW  16.73     4.96     
 MF1 16.87     -.14 .58 -1.69   1.41 5.73 -.77* .28 -1.51 -.03 
 MF2 16.90     -.17 .57 -1.71   1.37 5.89   -.93** .27   -1.67   -.20 
 C  7.31    9.42*** .58  7.87    10.99 3.42    1.54*** .28     .79   2.28 
MF1            
 MF2      -.03 .56 -1.52   1.46  -.16 .27 -.88 .55 
 C     9.56*** .56  8.06 11.08  2.31*** .27  1.58 3.03 
MF2            
 C    9.59*** .56 8.09 11.10  2.47*** .27 1.75 3.19 
Notes.  
TEW = Traditional Expressive Writing; MF1 = Meaning-Finding 1 (TEW + BF); MF2 = Meaning-Finding 2 (BF + TEW); C = Control. 
N = 132.  
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 (two-tailed).  
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Table 2 
Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities, and Correlations 
 
 
Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1. Resilience a 2.05   .84 (—)         
2. Life satisfaction (pre)  4.63 1.10 .01 (.83)        
3. Life satisfaction (post) 5.11 1.12 .19† .81*** (.89)       
4. Positive relationships with others 
(pre) 
2.77 1.34 .19† -.08 -.02 (.87)      
5. Positive relationships with others 
(post) 
3.17 1.62 .33** -.02  .11  .73** (.92)     
6. Willingness to reconcile (pre) 3.62 1.77 .23*  .21*  .24**  .09  .07 (.94)    
7. Willingness to reconcile (post) 3.48 1.69 .33**  .07  .15  .10  .22* .75*** (.93)   
8. Perceived resolution 4.18 1.85 .29**  .17  .09 -.24** -.16† .31***  .17† (.91)  
9. Event severity 2.96 1.68 .10 -.19* -.03  .11  .04 -.21* -.14 -.24** (.90) 
Notes. 
Reliabilities (Cronbach‘s alpha) are shown on the diagonal in parentheses, where applicable.  
a
 Values for resilience refer to N = 99 since this variable was not assessed in the control condition. All other values reflect the full sample 
(including the control condition).  
† p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 (two-tailed).  
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Table 3 































F (2, 94) = 10.07, p < .001, partial ɳ
2 = .18 
Life Satisfaction
 c 
F (3, 125) = 5.14, p < .01, partial ɳ
2 = .11 
TEW  1.55     4.82     
 MF1 2.27   -.72*** .18 -1.19 -.30 5.35   -.53** .16 -.95 -.12 
 MF2 2.27 -.72** .18 -1.18 -.30 5.25 -.43* .16 -.85 -.02 
 C — — — — — 4.96     -.14 .16   -.57     .27 
MF1            
 MF2     -.00 .18  -.42 .44       .10 .15 -.31 .50 
 C  — — — —  .39† .15 -.02 .79 
MF2            
 C  — — — —  .29 .15 -.11 .69 
 Positive Relationships with Others 
d 
F (3, 124) = 4.95, < .01, partial ɳ
2 = .11 
Willingness to Reconcile 
c 
F (3, 125) = 1.05, p = .38, partial ɳ
2 
= .02 
TEW  3.00     3.19     
 MF1 3.66  -.66† .27 -1.37   .06 3.52 -.33 .28 -1.09 .42 
 MF2 3.18      -.18 .27  -.90   .54 3.68 -.49 .28 -1.24 .27 
 C 2.68       .32 .27  -.40 1.04 3.50 -.31 .29   -1.07   .45 
MF1            
 MF2        .48 .26 -.22 1.17  -.16 .27 -.89 .57 
 C      .98** .26  .28 1.68    .02 .28 -.72 .77 
MF2            
 C  .50 .26 -.20 1.19  .18 .28 -.56 .92 
Notes.  
TEW = Traditional Expressive Writing; MF1 = Meaning-Finding 1 (TEW + BF); MF2 = Meaning-Finding 2 (BF + TEW); C = Control. 
a
 Means are adjusted for inclusion of control variables (perceived resolution, event severity, and Time 1 dependent variable, where applicable).  
b
 N = 99, 
c 
N = 132, 
d
 N = 131. † p = .10; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 (two-tailed).  







CHAPTER 3 – MANUSCRIPT 2 
  
EXPERIENCING FORGIVENESS:  
USING A PERSON-CENTERED APPROACH TO EXAMINE PROFILES OF 
FORGIVENESS-RELATED EXPERIENCES 
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Experiencing Forgiveness: Using a Person-Centered Approach to Examine Profiles of 
Forgiveness-Related Experiences  
 
Abstract 
What is forgiveness? For decades, forgiveness scholars have struggled to answer this 
question. Instead, the literature has seen a proliferation of forgiveness definitions and 
forgiveness-related constructs, which has clouded our understanding of this construct and its 
effects. Grounding our analysis in a person-centered perspective, we propose that examining 
forgiveness profiles (in which the emotions underlying forgiveness constitute different patterns) 
can clarify the nature of this phenomenon as well as shed light on the theoretical and practical 
relevance of the different forgiveness-related constructs for employees and organizations. Across 
three studies using latent profile analysis, we identified seven forgiveness-related profiles (i.e., 
total forgiveness, forgiveness, detached forgiveness, unforgiveness, ambivalence, internalization, 
and ashamed internalization) that reflected different combinations of anger, anxiety, shame, and 
empathy. Further, these profiles were differentially related to stated forgiveness, interpersonal 
conflict management (reconciliation, avoidance, and revenge), and well-being. Our findings 
reveal significant theoretical insights into the experience of forgiveness, which highlight the 
importance of examining negative and positive emotions in tandem and the critical role of 
anxiety and shame for forgiveness.  
 
Keywords: forgiveness, emotions, conflict management, person-centered approach, latent profile 
analysis.  
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Experiencing Forgiveness: Using a Person-Centered Approach to Examine Profiles of 
Forgiveness-Related Experiences  
Forgiveness has become an important topic of study for organizational researchers (e.g., 
Aquino, Grover, Goldman, & Folger, 2003; Bies, Barclay, Tripp, & Aquino, 2016; Fehr, 
Gelfand, & Nag, 2010). Promoted as a constructive reaction to offenses, forgiveness can foster 
positive outcomes for the aggrieved individual such as pro-social responses towards the offender 
(e.g., Karremans & Van Lange, 2004), enhanced physical health (e.g., Lawler et al., 2005), and 
psychological well-being (e.g., Bono, McCullough, & Root, 2008). Despite the recognition of 
the importance of forgiveness, however, scholars have struggled to develop consensus around its 
definition (cf. Bies et al., 2016). This has resulted in a proliferation of forgiveness definitions and 
forgiveness-related constructs. For example, whereas some definitions of forgiveness focus on 
the importance of negative emotions, others focus on positive emotions (Fincham, May, & 
Beach, 2015; Worthington, 2005a, 2005b). Further, there have been suggestions that different 
types of forgiveness may exist; however, there is ambiguity regarding the distinctions between 
the constructs and how they are experienced (e.g., Baumeister, Exline, & Sommer, 1998; Enright 
& Fitzgibbons, 2000; Fincham, Hall, & Beach, 2005; McCullough, Pargament, & Thoresen, 
2000a). Given this fragmentation, understanding the nature of forgiveness has been characterized 
as ―one of the most pernicious problems in the field‖ (McCullough et al., 2000a, p. 7). 
Building upon person-centered perspectives (e.g., Weiss & Rupp, 2011), we argue that 
examining how individuals experience forgiveness can provide a deeper analysis and more 
nuanced understanding of forgiveness. Given the centrality of emotions to forgiveness, we 
propose that examining the co-occurrence of negative and positive emotions can provide a 
window into how people experience forgiveness. For example, some people may state that they 
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have forgiven only when they have few negative emotions whereas others may state forgiveness 
despite continuing to harbor negative emotions (e.g., Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000) – 
―forgiveness‖ is likely to operate quite differently in these cases. Our general argument is that 
delving into patterns of emotions can clarify how the various forms of forgiveness (i.e., 
forgiveness profiles) are experienced as well as their differential effects. Further, in contrast to 
prior research that often focuses on negative emotions as a category, we examine discrete 
emotions to capture distinctions in their action tendencies (cf. Lazarus, 1991).  
We aim to make three theoretical contributions. First, there is significant ambiguity 
around what forgiveness is. Over the years, scholars have advocated for a variety of forgiveness-
related constructs and definitions. However, these constructs were often adopted without a 
thorough examination of their validity and/or practicality in describing the actual experiences of 
individuals. Thus, it is unclear whether these constructs are reflected in people‘s experiences 
and/or whether individuals experience these forms of forgiveness in the ways that the constructs 
have been theoretically defined. By grounding our investigation in a person-centered perspective, 
we suggest that a deeper understanding can be developed regarding ―what forgiveness is‖ that 
reflects people‘s actual experiences. This approach can focus the literature on the theoretical 
constructs of relevance, promote a holistic and experiential understanding of forgiveness, and 
offer insights into the utility of the different constructs populating the current literature. 
Second, we explore how patterns of emotions can enhance our understanding of how 
forgiveness is experienced by individuals. We focus on emotions because, regardless of the 
definitions of forgiveness that have been used, emotions have been recognized as being central to 
the experience of forgiveness (e.g., Bies et al., 2016). Further, emotions represent an avenue 
through which scholars can tap into people‘s ―lived through‖ experiences (cf. Weiss & Rupp, 
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2011). Given that forgiveness is an intrapersonal process (i.e., occurring within the individual; 
Baskin & Enright, 2004), focusing on patterns of emotions can provide a more nuanced approach 
by reflecting how individuals are experiencing forgiveness, including how emotions may co-
occur rather than operate in isolation. By grounding our analysis in employees‘ experiences, this 
can ensure that forgiveness research remains practically relevant to those who experience and 
must manage this phenomenon (cf. Shapiro, 2001).  
Third, while forgiveness is often associated with positive consequences (e.g., Riek & 
Mania, 2012), this is not always the case (e.g., McNulty, 2010). We argue that focusing on stated 
forgiveness may gloss over critical distinctions. Using cross-sectional (Studies 1 and 2) and a 
time-lagged design (Study 3), we explore the differential effects of forgiveness profiles on 
outcomes related to interpersonal conflict management (i.e., reconciliation, avoidance, and 
revenge) and well-being (i.e., life satisfaction, general well-being, and self-esteem).  
Theoretical Background 
The starting point and cornerstone for any field of research is addressing the question: 
―what is the phenomenon under study?” (Worthington, 2005a). Within the forgiveness literature, 
addressing this question has not been an easy task; several different forgiveness definitions and a 
variety of forgiveness-related constructs (i.e., constructs that fall within the conceptual scope of 
forgiveness but that do not represent ―true‖ forgiveness) have been proposed (cf. Bies et al., 
2016; also see Table 1
1
). Further, forgiveness scholars have been reluctant to restrict the field to 
one definition, arguing that a multiplicity of definitions can stimulate the field to explore 
different research avenues (Worthington, 1998). Instead, researchers have focused on what 
forgiveness is not (Worthington, 2005b). For example, forgiveness is an intrapersonal 
                                                             
1
 Table 1 provides an illustration rather than an exhaustive review of extant definitions of forgiveness-related 
constructs. We did not include trait, self, group-, or organizational-level forgiveness given our focus on individuals‘ 
forgiveness for a specific offense (i.e., offense-specific or episodic forgiveness; Fincham et al., 2015).  
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phenomenon that differs from interpersonal constructs such as reconciliation (Aquino, Tripp, & 
Bies, 2006). Forgiveness has also been distinguished from overlooking, forgetting, or denying 
the offense (forgiving individuals are aware that a transgression was committed); exonerating the 
offender (forgiveness does not absolve the transgressor of blame); condoning (individuals do not 
consider the offense to be justified by forgiving); and excusing (forgiveness does not involve 
finding a justification for the offender‘s behavior) (cf. Enright & Fitzgibbons, 2000). 
A Person-Centered Approach to Forgiveness 
Recently, Bies et al. (2016) argued that it is critical to achieve a universal understanding 
of the nature of forgiveness since lacking a common understanding can prevent integration 
across studies/disciplines and hinder the empirical testing of conceptual differences. However, it 
is unclear which (or what forms) of the proposed constructs correspond to individuals‘ actual 
experiences of forgiveness. Thus, to address the question of how forgiveness should be defined, 
it is critical to begin by understanding how this phenomenon is experienced by individuals.  
We propose that adopting a person-centered approach can be instrumental in this regard 
because it focuses on individuals‘ personal experiences of work phenomena (―what is it like 
to…‖ experience different aspects of work life; Weiss & Rupp, 2011). That is, the person-
centered perspective aims to understand how individuals experience work by emphasizing the 
self as the source of perspective and highlighting experiences through the eyes and interests of 
the individual. We argue that a person-centered perspective is well-suited to address the question 
of how individuals experience forgiveness because of its emphasis on individuals and their 
holistic ―lived-through‖ experiences. Specifically, a person-centered approach may provide a 
deeper understanding of forgiveness, help bridge the gap between forgiveness theory and the 
experience of forgiveness, as well as provide insights into the effects of different forgiveness-
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related experiences. Grounding our understanding of forgiveness in individuals‘ experiences is 
likely to be ―far richer and informative‖ than solely relying on extant academic 
conceptualizations (Williamson & Gonzales, 2007, p. 440), and can ultimately help forgiveness 
theory and research to remain relevant for those who experience it and those who must manage 
these issues in organizations (Shapiro, 2001).  
Although person-centered investigations can take different forms (Weiss & Rupp, 2011), 
one approach associated with this perspective is to examine combinations of constructs within 
individuals (i.e., profiles). This stands in stark contrast with the variable-centered approach that 
permeates much of the research on forgiveness. Specifically, variable-centered approaches 
examine how specific constructs operate between individuals, with an emphasis on the 
independent relationships between variables (e.g., the relationship between negative or positive 
emotions and stated forgiveness rather than how negative and positive emotions co-occur; Weiss 
& Rupp, 2011) while deemphasizing the potential for variables to co-exist and/or combine in 
patterns to predict outcomes (e.g., Gabriel, Daniels, Diefendorff, & Greguras, 2015). By contrast, 
person-centered approaches explore how variables combine within persons to reflect individuals‘ 
experiences (Zyphur, 2009). Person-centered approaches analyze individuals‘ standing on the 
variables of interest to categorize individuals into homogeneous groups, which then become the 
focus of investigation (Foti & Hauenstein, 2007). Within the forgiveness literature, the emphasis 
on both negative and positive emotions suggests that it is important to examine how they operate 
in tandem rather than independently. Adopting a person-centered perspective may provide a 
deeper understanding of how individuals experience forgiveness, how different elements of 
experience combine within individuals to form distinct forgiveness profiles, and how the 
different profiles relate with important outcomes (Wang & Hanges, 2011).  
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Emotional Components of the Experience of Forgiveness  
Emotions have long been recognized as being central to the experience of forgiveness 
(e.g., Williamson & Gonzales, 2007; Worthington & Scherer, 2004).
2
 Emotions originate from 
one‘s assessment of the significance, meaning, and personal implications of a given event and 
represent ―the conscious awareness of [individuals‘] response to situational demands‖ (Coan & 
Gonzalez, 2015, p. 211; Lazarus, 1991). Thus, emotions provide a window into the ―lived-
through‖ experiences fundamental to person-centered approaches (Weiss & Rupp, 2011).   
By focusing on profiles (i.e., the combination of emotions rather than emotions in 
isolation), we aim to understand how emotions work together to characterize forgiveness 
experiences thereby providing a coherent and informative reflection of individuals‘ forgiveness 
experiences (Zyphur, 2009). However, a balance must also be achieved between the number of 
profiling variables with the clarity and informativeness of the obtained profiles. To select our 
profiling emotions, we focused on the emotions that have been broadly argued to capture the 
central aspects of forgiveness – anger, anxiety, shame, and empathy (e.g., Baumeister et al., 
1998; Enright, Freedman & Rique, 1998; Fincham et al., 2005; Malcom, Warwar, & Greenberg, 
2005; Worthington & Wade, 1999; see also Table 1).  
Anger can arise in response to an offense against oneself and reflects the attribution of 
blame to another as well as feelings of displeasure and antagonism (Lazarus, 1991). Anger has 
been considered a hallmark of unforgiveness (e.g., Worthington & Wade, 1999), while its 
reduction is considered a key feature of forgiveness (e.g., Fitzgibbons, 1986). By contrast, 
anxiety is characterized by the experience of uncertainty following a threat, including difficulty 
                                                             
2
 Scholars have also recognized the motivational and cognitive components of forgiveness (Worthington, 2005b; see 
also Table 1). We focus on discrete emotions because these represent ―reactions to the fate of active goals‖ (Lazarus, 
1991, p. 92), which capture the cognitive (e.g., attributions) and motivational (e.g., goal fulfillment, action 
tendencies) aspects associated with forgiveness in a parsimonious manner that reflects a coherent system (cf. 
Zyphur, 2009).   
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extracting meaning from situations or anticipating what will happen in the future (Lazarus, 
1991), or signaling the ambiguous status of the post-offense relationship (De Waal & Pokorny, 
2005). Low levels of anxiety have been argued to reflect forgiveness (e.g., Fitzgibbons, 1986).  
Shame is a negative self-oriented emotion that involves condemning oneself and feeling 
inferior or degraded (Eisenberg, 2000). Shame can reflect condemnation of how one has reacted 
to or dealt with the situation (Malcom et al., 2005) and/or a sense of exposure caused by the 
transgression (Tangney, Miller, Flicker, & Barlow, 1996). Shame may also emerge when anger 
becomes inward-focused (i.e., when anger is not recognized or released; Tangney, 1995). Low 
levels of shame have been argued to be characteristic of forgiveness (e.g., Denham, Neal, 
Wilson, Pickering, & Boyatzis, 2005).  
Although much forgiveness research has focused on negative emotions, forgiveness 
scholars have also proposed that positive emotions – in particular empathy – can also be central 
to the experience of forgiveness. Within the forgiveness literature, empathy reflects feelings of 
warmth and compassion towards a transgressor (Batson, 1991)
3
. Some scholars argue that 
empathy must be present for forgiveness to occur (e.g., Macaskill, Maltby, & Day, 2002; 
Malcom et al., 2005; Worthington, 2005a). 
Study 1: Exploring Profiles of Forgiveness-Related Experiences 
Our goal is to explore how anger, anxiety, shame, and empathy combine within people to 
form distinct forgiveness profiles, which may differentially predict outcomes of relevance to 
individuals and organizations. Given that the four profile indicators can have low, moderate, and 
                                                             
3
 The term empathy has been defined in a number of different ways, including as cognition (i.e., the awareness of 
another person‘s internal states; e.g., Hoffman, 1978) and as a vicarious emotional response (e.g., an emotional state 
that is congruent with another‘s emotional state; e.g., Eisenberg & Fabes, 1990). Consistent with the forgiveness 
literature, we conceptualize empathy as an ―other-focused‖ positive emotion that is related to perceiving another 
person in need and that represents a category of emotions reflecting sympathy, compassion, and softheartedness 
(e.g., Batson, Fultz, & Schoenrade, 1987). Some authors have also referred to this state as compassion (e.g., Blum 
1980; Lazarus, 1991). We use the term empathy to maintain consistency with the forgiveness literature. 
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high levels, numerous combinations can emerge. Consistent with profile research in other 
domains (e.g., Bennett, Gabriel, Calderwood, Dahling, & Trougakos, 2016) and given its 
inductive nature, we adopt an exploratory approach in which no formal hypotheses are made. 
Nevertheless, based on existing constructs and theory, we anticipate that some profiles may 
emerge. For example, the theoretical construct of unforgiveness is characterized by intense anger 
(Malcom et al., 2005). Thus, some people may display a profile characterized by high levels of 
anger and low levels of empathy (Worthington & Wade, 1999). Anxiety may also be an 
important component of this profile given the uncertainty and negative arousal that can be 
elicited by offenses. However, because unforgiveness is theorized to be transgressor-oriented, the 
self-focused emotion of shame is less likely to be a relevant component of this profile.  
The construct of forgiveness has been theoretically defined as having low levels of 
negative emotions (e.g., Fincham et al., 2005). Thus, forgiveness may be reflected by a profile 
that has low levels of anger, anxiety, and shame. However, there is disagreement over the extent 
to which positive emotions are necessary for forgiveness (cf. Worthington, 2005b; Worthington 
& Scherer, 2004). Accordingly, it is unclear how high the level of empathy should be for a 
response to be considered forgiveness. Individuals may also experience both negative and 
positive emotions (e.g., ambivalent forgiveness; Fincham et al., 2005). Thus, a profile that is 
characterized by high levels of anger, anxiety, and empathy may emerge. Shame may also be 
relatively high in this profile since individuals who do not process their anger towards the 
offender may redirect it towards themselves. Given the inductive nature of this research, it is also 
possible that new profiles are identified. Thus, we propose the following research question:  
Research Question 1: What distinct profiles of forgiveness-related experiences (based on 
anger, empathy, anxiety, and shame) emerge that vary quantitatively (in level) and 
Recovering from Workplace Offenses     53 
 
qualitatively (in shape)? 
One of our goals is to provide a more nuanced understanding of forgiveness. However, it 
is also important to examine whether these profiles provide knowledge beyond what is captured 
in our contemporary measures. Currently, forgiveness is often assessed by measuring stated 
forgiveness (e.g., Wade & Worthington, 2003). While individuals with forgiving or unforgiving 
profiles are likely to show an alignment between stated forgiveness and their emotional state, it is 
especially important to understand how people who are experiencing more ambiguous forms of 
forgiveness self-describe their forgiveness. That is, stated forgiveness may not discriminate 
between individuals with very different underlying emotional experiences. If this is the case, it is 
a clear indication that our conceptualizations (and measurement) of forgiveness need refinement.  
Research Question 2: Do profiles of forgiveness-related experiences differentially relate 
to stated forgiveness?  
We also explore the relationship between forgiveness profiles and interpersonal conflict 
management strategies to further differentiate the effects of profile membership. Forgiveness has 
often been promoted as a prosocial intrapersonal reaction to conflict. However, if distinct 
forgiveness profiles do exist, these profiles may be associated with differential effects on how 
individuals interpersonally manage conflict (e.g., Bies et al., 2016). We examine three conflict 
management strategies that may be particularly important for organizations since they may 
mitigate or exacerbate conflict: reconciliation (i.e., interpersonal efforts to restore the 
relationship by extending acts of goodwill towards the offender), avoidance (i.e., efforts to 
withdraw from the relationship with the offender), and revenge (i.e., efforts to harm the offender) 
(e.g., Aquino, Tripp, & Bies, 2001, 2006; McCullough et al., 1997).  
Research Question 3: Do profiles of forgiveness-related experiences differentially relate 
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to interpersonal conflict management (i.e., reconciliation, avoidance, and revenge)?  
Study 1 Method 
Participants and Procedures 
We recruited students (N = 470) from a North American university who had work 
experience. Following previous research, we recruited participants who believed that someone 
had offended them at work in the past six months (e.g., Aquino et al., 2001, 2006; Fincham, 
Beach & Davila, 2004; Paleari, Regalia, & Fincham, 2005). Course credit was provided for 
participating. Using the critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954), participants selected a 
workplace offense and responded to questions about the event and demographic measures. We 
excluded 87 participants (81.5% retention rate) for failing to adhere to one or more of the 
inclusion criteria, including providing inadequate event descriptions (e.g., reported an event that 
they did not themselves experience or an event which did not represent an interpersonal offense), 
indicating valid reasons to remove their data (e.g., they had not paid attention), and failing any of 
three attention checks included in the questionnaire (e.g., ―Select a great deal for this item‖). The 
final sample was comprised of 383 participants (50% female), with an average age of 20.31 (SD 
= 1.05) and 2.76 years (SD = 1.98) of work experience.  
Given that self-report data is most appropriate for tapping into the intrapersonal nature of 
forgiveness, we used recommended practices for attenuating common method variance (cf. 
Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012).
 
For example, participation was anonymous, items 
within scales were randomized, and measures with unambiguous items were used. Participants 
described the event in a few sentences to increase the self-relevance of the task and to identify 
those who did not meet the selection criteria (e.g., had not experienced a relevant offense).  
Measures 
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Unless otherwise indicated, responses ranged from ―Not at all‖ (1) to ―A great deal‖ (7).  
Emotions. Given that anger, anxiety, and empathy are targeted towards a transgressor, we 
used the question stem: ―Please indicate to what extent you currently feel the following when 
you think about the person who offended you.‖ Shame is an inward-focused emotion and the 
transgressor is not an appropriate target (Tangney & Dearing, 2003). Thus, the question stem for 
shame was: ―Please indicate to what extent you currently feel the following when you think 
about the event.‖ We measured anger (4-items; e.g., ―Angry‖) and anxiety (4-items; ―Anxious‖) 
with the relevant subscales of the Discrete Emotions Questionnaire (Harmon-Jones, Bastian, & 
Harmon-Jones, 2016). Shame (3-items; e.g., ―Ashamed‖) was measured with the shame subscale 
of the Differential Emotions Scale (Tangney et al., 1996). Empathy (6-items; e.g., ―Softhearted‖) 
was assessed with Batson and colleagues‘ (1987) measure.  
Stated forgiveness was assessed with one item (―I have forgiven him/her‖) adapted from 
a frequently used single-item measure (e.g., McCullough et al., 1998) and complemented with 
two new items (―I have wholeheartedly forgiven this person‖ and ―I have fully forgiven this 
person‖).
4
 The response scale ranged from ―Not at all‖ (1) to ―To a great extent‖ (7).
 
 
Interpersonal conflict management was assessed by asking participants to ―Please 
indicate to what extent you currently intend to react in the following ways toward the person who 
offended you (or how you would intend to respond if you had the chance).‖ Reconciliation (5-
items; e.g., ―I want to give this person back a new start, a renewed relationship‖) was measured 
with Aquino and colleagues‘ scale (2001), which clearly differentiates between forgiveness and 
reconciliation. Both avoidance (7-items; e.g., ―I want to keep as much distance between us as 
possible‖) and revenge (5-items; e.g., ―I want this person to get what he/she deserves‖) were 
                                                             
4
 Although one-item measures are commonly used in forgiveness research (cf. McCullough, Hoyt, & Rachal, 
2000b); we included two additional items to enable psychometric properties, such as reliability, to be assessed. 
Results across the studies were substantially similar for the 1-item and 3-item measures.  
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measured with their respective subscales from the Transgression-Related Interpersonal 
Motivations (TRIM) Inventory (McCullough, Root, & Cohen, 2006).  
General Analytic Approach 
We conducted a Latent Profile Analysis (LPA) with MPlus 8 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-
2017) to explore forgiveness profiles (Research Question 1). LPA is an inductive approach (i.e., 
the number of profiles is not known a priori). Thus, we extracted two profiles and proceeded 
with a unit increase until model fit no longer improved (cf. Nylund, Asparouhov, & Muthén, 
2007). Following previous research (e.g., Bennett et al., 2016), the following fit statistics (along 
with theoretical interpretability) were used: Akaike Information Criterion (AIC), Bayesian 
Information Criterion (BIC), Sample-Size-Adjusted BIC (SSABIC), Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin 
Likelihood Ratio Test (LRT), Adjusted Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin Likelihood Ratio Test 
(ALRT), and Bootstrap Likelihood Ratio Test (BLRT). Entropy was also examined, to assess 
classification quality (i.e., the accuracy with which cases are classified into profiles). Overall, 
solutions with better model fit have values of AIC, BIC, and SSABIC that are smaller than other 
solutions, and significant LRT, ALRT and BLRT statistics (cf. Lo, Mendell, & Rubin, 2001; 
Nylund et al., 2007; Tofighi & Enders, 2007). Entropy values greater than .70 and larger than 
those of other solutions indicate good classification accuracy (Jung & Wickrama, 2008). To 
explore whether the profiles were differentially related to stated forgiveness and interpersonal 
conflict management (Research Questions 2 and 3), we used the automatic three-step procedure 
for LPA with the BCH method (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2014; Bakk, Tekle, & Vermunt, 2013; 
Bakk & Vermunt, 2016).  
Study 1 Results and Discussion 
Descriptive statistics, correlations, and scale reliabilities are presented in Table 2. We 
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tested the fit of our measurement model with confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) using AMOS 
20. An 8-factor model (anger, anxiety, shame, empathy, stated forgiveness, reconciliation, 
avoidance, and revenge) was compared to all possible 7-factor models and a 1-factor solution. 
The theoretical 8-factor model yielded acceptable fit to the data, χ
2
 (601) = 1030.22, p < .001, CFI 
= .96, SRMR = .05. Chi-squared differences indicated that all possible 7-factor models (182.68 ≤ 
Δ χ
2
 ≤ 1875.65, df = 7, p < .001) and the 1-factor model (Δ χ
2
 = 6149.69, df = 28, p < .001) fit 
the data significantly worse than the 8-factor model, providing support for the 8-factor model. 
 A 5-profile solution yielded the best overall fit, with smaller AIC, BIC, and SSABIC 
values than the 2, 3, and 4-profile solutions; and significant LRT, ALRT and BLRT statistics 
(see Table 3 for profile enumeration, Table 4 for profile means, and Figure 1). The 5-profile 
solution was aligned with theoretical interpretability, and entropy was high (entropy = .86). For 
each profile, values of the four profiling variables (i.e., anger, anxiety, shame and empathy) were 
interpreted as high, moderate or low taking into consideration not only the relative position of 
each emotion in comparison to the same emotion on the remaining profiles, but also the value of 
the overall sample mean and standard deviation for each variable (reported in Table 2). 
The first profile included 51 individuals (13% of the sample) with low to moderately low 
values on all profiling variables (M anger = 2.82, M anxiety = 1.84, M shame = 2.52) except empathy, 
which was very high (M empathy = 3.96). We labeled this profile forgiveness since it is aligned 
with theoretical definitions that characterize forgiveness as reflecting both low negative emotions 
and the presence of empathy (e.g., Enright et al., 1998). The second profile included 167 
individuals (44%) with low to moderately low values on all profiling variables (M anger = 3.38, M 
anxiety = 1.64, M shame = 2.43, M empathy = 1.52). We termed this profile detached forgiveness given 
its resemblance to definitions of forgiveness that focus on low levels of negative emotions (but 
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not high levels of empathy) towards the offender (e.g., Fincham et al., 2005, 2015). Interestingly, 
whereas the forgiveness profile is closely aligned with the view that empathy is a critical part of 
the experience of ―true‖ forgiveness (cf. Worthington, 2005b), detached forgiveness displayed 
low levels of empathy. This suggests that the two contradictory theoretical views of forgiveness 
– that is, that positive emotions towards the offender are possible (e.g., Enright et al., 1998) 
versus that people may experience low levels of negative emotions but not positive emotions 
towards the offender (e.g., Fincham et al., 2005, 2015) – find correspondence in individuals‘ 
experiences (see also Lawler-Row, Scott, Raines, Edlis-Matityahou, & Moore, 2007).  
The third profile included 110 individuals (29%) with moderately high levels of anger (M 
anger = 4.62), high levels of anxiety (M anxiety = 3.59), moderate levels of shame (M shame = 3.69), 
and moderately low levels of empathy (M empathy = 2.02). Given that the theoretical construct of 
unforgiveness refers to a combination of negative emotions directed towards the transgressor 
(e.g., Worthington & Wade, 1999), we labeled this profile unforgiveness. The fourth profile was 
comprised of 36 individuals (9%) who exhibited moderately high levels of anger (M anger = 4.53), 
very high levels of anxiety and empathy (M anxiety = 4.64, M empathy = 4.15), and high levels of 
shame (M shame = 3.86). We termed this profile ambivalence because it is aligned with the 
theoretical construct of ambivalent forgiveness (cf. Fincham et al., 2005, 2015), which has high 
levels of empathy and negative emotions. This profile is theoretically important because it 
suggests that individuals can indeed experience relatively high levels of empathy and negative 
emotions simultaneously rather than one set necessarily being high and the other being low.  
The fifth profile was comprised of 19 individuals (5%) displaying high levels of anger (M 
anger = 5.18), very high levels of anxiety and shame (M anxiety = 6.20, M shame = 4.87), and 
moderately low levels of empathy (M empathy = 1.74). Given the high levels of the inward-focused 
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emotion of shame, we labeled this profile internalization. The high levels of shame coupled with 
high anger and anxiety may signal individuals who did not fully process their anger and instead 
redirected it inward (cf. Tangney, 1995). This profile does not have a parallel within the 
literature, indicating that a profile approach can indeed provide insights into forgiveness beyond 
our current theoretical definitions. 
 Table 5 displays the full results for Research Questions 2 and 3. For stated forgiveness, 
individuals in the forgiveness profile stated that they had forgiven their offenders to the largest 
extent (M = 5.94), followed by those in the ambivalence (M = 4.76) and the detached forgiveness 
profiles (M = 3.95). Individuals in the unforgiveness (M = 3.48) and internalization (M = 2.61) 
profiles stated that they had forgiven their offenders the least. 
Profile membership was differentially related to interpersonal conflict management. For 
reconciliation, those in the forgiveness (M = 5.33) and ambivalence (M = 4.76) profiles displayed 
significantly higher reconciliation than people in all other profiles. They were followed by those 
in the internalization (M = 3.78), unforgiveness (M = 3.74), and detached forgiveness (M = 3.69) 
profiles, which did not differ among them. For avoidance, those in the forgiveness profile were 
the least avoidant (M = 2.50), followed by those in the ambivalence (M = 3.28), detached 
forgiveness (M = 3.56), unforgiveness (M = 4.13), and internalization profiles (M = 4.48). For 
revenge, those in the forgiveness (M = 1.79), detached forgiveness (M = 2.13) and internalization 
(M = 2.14) profiles had the lowest revenge. They were followed by those in the unforgiveness (M 
= 2.53) and ambivalence (M = 2.86) profiles, which did not significantly differ.  
Overall, profiles that included moderate/high levels of empathy were associated with 
more reconciliation whereas profiles with relatively high levels of negative emotions tended to 
be associated with avoidance and revenge. However, examining negative emotions and empathy 
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in tandem provides a more nuanced understanding. Specifically, although forgiveness was 
associated with higher reconciliation and less avoidance and revenge, experiencing low levels of 
negative emotions without a concurrently high level of empathy (detached forgiveness) or high 
levels of empathy without a concomitantly low level of negative emotions (ambivalence) was not 
associated with the same prosocial effects.  
Taken together, the identified forgiveness profiles represent disparate phenomenological 
experiences. While some of the constructs in the extant literature are reflected in peoples‘ 
experiences, the full range of individuals‘ experience is unlikely to be exhausted in existing 
theoretical constructs, as illustrated by the identification of the internalization profile. Further, 
simply asking people to state how much they have forgiven may not capture important 
differences in the way that they are experiencing forgiveness. Additionally, the combination of 
negative emotions with empathy is important for characterizing and distinguishing between the 
profiles as well as for differentially predicting conflict management outcomes.  
Study 2 
By identifying five forgiveness profiles, Study 1 represents a first step towards a richer 
characterization of forgiveness as experienced by individuals. The goal of Study 2 is to re-
examine whether the profiles and their effects replicate using a sample of full-time working 
adults. Given that forgiveness has been promoted as an important way for people to sustain or 
improve psychological well-being (e.g., Karremans, Van Lange, Ouwerkerk, & Kluwer, 2003) 
and that employee-relevant outcomes are central to a person-centered perspective (Weiss & 
Rupp, 2011), we expand our investigation to include well-being outcomes.  
Research Question 4: Do profiles of forgiveness-related experiences differentially relate 
to well-being outcomes (i.e., life satisfaction and general well-being)?  
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Participants, Procedures, and Measures  
We recruited full-time workers (N = 340) from the United States who had been offended 
by someone at work within the past six months. To ensure a heterogeneous sample and enhance 
generalizability (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011), we used MTurk and paid respondents 1 
US dollar.
5
 We excluded 92 participants (73% retention rate) for failing one or more of the 
inclusion criteria (see Study 1). The final sample consisted of 248 participants (45% female), 
with an average age of 36.21 (SD = 11.08) and 15.95 years (SD = 10.34) of work experience.  
The same measures as Study 1 were used. Life satisfaction was assessed with Diener, 
Emmons, Larsen, and Griffen‘s (1985) scale (5-items; e.g., ―In most ways, my life is close to my 
ideal‖). General well-being was assessed with Goldberg‘s (1972) scale (12-items; e.g., ―To what 
extent have you recently been unable to concentrate on whatever you‘re doing?‖).  
Study 2 Results and Discussion 
Table 6 displays descriptive statistics, correlations, and scale reliabilities. Confirmatory 
factor analyses indicated that the 10-factor measurement model (anger, anxiety, shame, empathy, 
stated forgiveness, reconciliation, avoidance, revenge, life satisfaction, and well-being) had an 
acceptable fit to the data, χ2 (1132) = 2304.11, p < .001, CFI = .92, SRMR = .07. Further, all 
possible 9-factor models (39.82 ≤ Δ χ2 ≤ 1556.23, df = 9, p < .001) and the 1-factor model (Δ χ2 
= 7838.64, df = 45, p < .001) fit the data significantly worse than the 10-factor model. 
A 5-profile solution had the best overall fit, with smaller AIC, BIC and SSABIC values 
than the 2, 3 and 4-profile solution; and significant LRT, ALRT, and BLRT statistics (see Table 
                                                             
5
 We followed best practices to ensure the quality of the online data (cf. Cheung, Burns, Sinclair, & Sliter, 2017; 
Huang, Curran, Keeney, Poposki, & DeShon, 2012; Peer, Vosgerau, & Acquisti, 2014). Specifically, we restricted 
our sample to participants who had completed at least 50 tasks in MTurk with high approval ratings (i.e., 85%). We 
inspected the data to detect repeated IP addresses and MTurk identification numbers (only the first response was 
retained). We also assessed self-reported competence in English. All participants indicated that they were at least 
―quite competent‖ in English, with 97% indicating that they were ―perfectly competent‖ in English. 
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3 for profile indicators, Table 4 for profile means, and Figure 2). The 5-profile solution was 
aligned with theoretical interpretability and had high entropy (entropy = .95). Four of the profiles 
identified in Study 1 replicated. Forgiveness (14% of the sample) was characterized by low to 
moderately low anger, anxiety, and shame (M anger = 2.79, M anxiety = 2.22, M shame = 1.63) and 
very high empathy (M empathy = 3.31). Detached forgiveness (58%) had low to moderately low 
values on all profiling variables (M anger = 3.88, M anxiety = 1.95, M shame = 1.72, M empathy =1.18). 
Ambivalence (8%) had moderate levels of anger (M anger = 4.41), high levels of anxiety and 
shame (M anxiety = 3.98, M shame = 4.11), and very high levels of empathy (M empathy = 3.96). 
Internalization (17%) was characterized by high levels of anger and anxiety (M anger = 5.04, M 
anxiety = 3.59), very high levels of shame (M shame = 5.27), and moderately low levels of empathy 
(M empathy = 1.29). Although we did not find evidence for unforgiveness (i.e., moderately high to 
high levels of anger and anxiety, moderate shame, and moderately low empathy), we did find 
evidence for a new profile (3%) characterized by low to moderately low levels of anger and 
anxiety (M anger = 3.00, M anxiety = 2.29), moderate levels of shame (M shame = 2.56) and extremely 
high levels of empathy (M empathy = 5.70). We labeled this profile total forgiveness due to the very 
high levels of empathy.  
Individuals in the total forgiveness (M = 6.05) and the forgiveness (M = 5.27) profiles 
stated that they had forgiven their offenders to the largest extent (see Table 5). They were 
followed by those in the ambivalence (M = 3.97), detached forgiveness (M = 2.88), and 
internalization profiles (M = 2.08). Again, stated forgiveness may not be a very sensitive 
indicator of the different forgiveness-related experiences, given the non-significant differences 
between total forgiveness and forgiveness.  
A similar pattern to Study 1 was found for interpersonal conflict management. The 
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forgiveness (M = 5.30) and total forgiveness (M = 5.20) profiles displayed the highest levels of 
reconciliation, followed by the ambivalence profile (M = 3.94), whose reconciliation levels were 
significantly different from all other profiles. The detached forgiveness (M = 3.02) and 
internalization (M = 2.92) profiles had the lowest reconciliation of all profiles and did not 
significantly differ. For avoidance, those in the forgiveness (M = 2.80) and the total forgiveness 
(M = 3.45) profiles were the least avoidant of their offenders, followed by the ambivalence (M = 
4.05), detached forgiveness (M = 4.37), and internalization profiles (M = 5.35). For revenge, the 
forgiveness (M = 1.85), detached forgiveness (M = 2.42) and total forgiveness (M = 2.71) 
profiles had the lowest revenge. People in the internalization (M = 3.39) and ambivalence (M = 
3.42) profiles had the highest revenge.  
Consistent with Study 1, detached forgiveness and ambivalence were associated with less 
prosocial conflict management than forgiveness (and total forgiveness in Study 2). Individuals in 
the ambivalence profile were somewhat willing to reconcile, but were also likely to revenge and 
were somewhat avoidant; while individuals in the detached forgiveness profile were not very 
likely to take revenge but were also not very willing to reconcile and were somewhat avoidant. 
Finally, internalization again appears to be associated with the least prosocial conflict 
management – individuals in this profile had the highest avoidance when compared to all other 
profiles, had high revenge, and were not willing to reconcile when compared to most other 
profiles.  
Profile membership was also related to employee well-being outcomes. For life 
satisfaction, total forgiveness (M = 5.80) and forgiveness (M = 5.01) did not significantly differ. 
However, total forgiveness was significantly higher than detached forgiveness (M = 4.52), and 
both total forgiveness and forgiveness were significantly higher than ambivalence (M = 4.16). 
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Total forgiveness was also significantly higher than internalization (M = 4.28). For general well-
being, detached forgiveness (M = 5.57), forgiveness (M =5.52) and total forgiveness (M =5.37) 
did not significantly differ from each other. Forgiveness and detached forgiveness were 
significantly higher than internalization (M = 4.53) and ambivalence (M = 4.01), which did not 
significantly differ from each other. These results provide further evidence that it is important to 
explore the combination of negative emotions with empathy. For example, although total 
forgiveness, forgiveness, and ambivalence all had moderate to high levels of empathy, 
ambivalence did not have the same beneficial effects for employees in terms of well-being. It 
seems likely that the relatively high levels of negative emotions (particularly anxiety and shame) 
associated with this profile offset the potentially positive effects of empathy. Thus, having 
moderate to high empathy appears to be insufficient for promoting well-being.  
The general replication of the profiles and their respective effects in Study 2 provides 
confidence to our Study 1 findings. Further, our results indicate that considering the concomitant 
experience of negative emotions (anger, anxiety, and shame) with empathy is important for 
understanding forgiveness experiences. Although empathy has been argued to foster prosocial 
outcomes (e.g., Batson, 1991), simply experiencing empathy is insufficient for preventing 
revenge as evidenced by the ambivalence profile (which had relatively high levels of empathy 
yet was also one of the profiles with the highest levels of revenge). Further, ―more‖ empathy is 
not necessarily better within the context of forgiveness; the total forgiveness and forgiveness 
profiles differed primarily based on the level of empathy (extremely high versus very high, 
respectively) but on overall these profiles were not differentially predictive of well-being or 
conflict management outcomes. Thus, empathy may be less effective once it surpasses a certain 
threshold or it may have an asymptotic effect. Future research should explore potential non-
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linear effects of empathy and how the effects of empathy may be constrained by the presence of 
other emotions.  
Study 3 
In Study 3, we re-examine the replicability of the profiles and their effects on conflict 
management and well-being outcomes. Given that some forgiveness research has shown that 
forgiveness may influence state self-esteem (a form of well-being; e.g., Karremans et al., 2003), 
we also include this outcome to further examine the differential effects of the profiles. Further, 
we use a time-lagged design to provide temporal ordering of the profiles and outcomes; and to 
better attenuate common method bias concerns (Podsakoff et al., 2012).  
Participants, Procedures, and Measures  
Participants were students recruited from a North American university and invited to 
participate in a two-part study for course credit. In the first questionnaire, participants (initial N = 
624) responded to measures assessing the profiling variables (i.e., anger, anxiety, shame, and 
empathy). One week later, they completed a second survey in which they were instructed to 
recall the same event that they had used in the previous survey and rate the outcomes (matched N 
= 481, 77% retention across waves). We excluded 119 participants (76% retention rate from 
matched sample) for failing to adhere to one or more of the inclusion criteria (see Study 1), for 
not having completed the full protocol, and/or for describing different events across the two 
waves. The final sample was comprised of 362 participants (51% female), with an average age of 
20.28 years (SD = 1.79) and 2.28 years (SD = 2.26) of work experience.  
We used the same measures as Studies 1 and 2. State self-esteem was measured with 
Rosenberg‘s (1965) 10-item scale (e.g., ―I take a positive attitude toward myself‖), using the 
question stem ―Please rate the following items in regard to how they currently apply to you‖.  
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Study 3 Results and Discussion 
Table 7 displays descriptive statistics, correlations, and scale reliabilities. We tested our 
measurement model with CFAs. The 11-factor model (i.e., anger, anxiety, shame, empathy, 
stated forgiveness, reconciliation, avoidance, revenge, life satisfaction, well-being, and state self-
esteem) had an acceptable fit to the data, χ2 (1897) = 3721.50, p < .001, CFI = .90, SRMR = .06. 
Chi-squared differences indicated that all possible 10-factor models (261.97 ≤ Δ χ2 ≤ 1898.62, df 
= 10, p < .001) and the 1-factor model (Δ χ2 = 11116.14, df = 55, p < .001) fit the data 
significantly worse than the 11-factor model. 
A 6-profile solution was retained, which had smaller AIC, BIC, and SSABIC values than 
the 2, 3, 4 and 5-profile solutions; and significant BLRT statistics. The 7-profile solution had 
smaller AIC, BIC, and SSABIC values than the 6-profile solution. However, the seventh profile 
identified represented only about 1% of the sample, and was redundant with the internalization 
profile (Bennett et al., 2016; Nylund et al., 2007). Thus, the 6-profile solution was retained (see 
Table 3 for profile indicators, Table 4 for profile means, and Figure 3). The 6-profile solution 
was aligned with theoretical interpretability, and had high entropy (entropy = .84).  
Five of the identified profiles replicate those obtained in Studies 1 and 2. Forgiveness 
(11% of the sample) comprised a group of individuals with low values on the negative emotions 
(M anger = 2.37, M anxiety = 1.72, M shame = 1.75) but very high levels of empathy (M empathy = 4.12). 
Detached forgiveness (51%) was characterized by low to moderately low values on all profiling 
variables (M anger = 3.10, M anxiety = 1.68, M shame = 1.70, M empathy = 1.61). Ambivalence (8%) 
reflected moderately high to high levels of anger and anxiety (M anger = 4.03, M anxiety = 3.92), and 
very high levels of shame and empathy (M shame = 4.27, M empathy = 4.06). Internalization (8%) 
was characterized by high to very high levels of anger, anxiety, and shame (M anger = 4.98, M 
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anxiety = 5.04, M shame = 4.66) and moderately low levels of empathy (M empathy = 1.95). The fifth 
profile – unforgiveness (8%) – replicated the profile identified in Study 1. These individuals 
exhibited high to very high levels of anger and anxiety (M anger = 4.71, M anxiety = 4.88), and 
moderately low levels of shame and empathy (M shame = 2.06, M empathy = 1.80). The total 
forgiveness profile identified in Study 2 did not emerge. Instead, we found a new profile (14%) 
that had high to very high levels of anger and shame (M anger = 4.56, M shame = 4.40), moderate 
levels of anxiety (M anxiety = 2.62), and moderately low levels of empathy (M empathy = 1.92). This 
profile was similar to internalization but with lower levels of anxiety. Given the more 
predominant level of shame when compared to internalization, we termed this new profile 
ashamed internalization.  
For stated forgiveness, individuals in the forgiveness profile (M = 6.14) stated that they 
had forgiven to a larger extent than individuals in the other profiles. None of the other profiles 
differed among themselves (M DF = 3.65, M UF = 3.64, M IT = 3.56), except for ambivalence (M 
= 4.27) and ashamed internalization (M = 3.21), which differed between them. These results 
again indicate that focusing on stated forgiveness may gloss over important distinctions between 
experiences of forgiveness.  
For reconciliation, those in the forgiveness profile (M = 5.42) displayed higher 
reconciliation than those in all other profiles. They were followed by individuals in the 
ambivalence (M = 4.17) and unforgiveness (M = 4.12) profiles, and by those in the 
internalization (M = 3.94) and ashamed internalization (M = 3.62) profiles. Individuals in the 
detached forgiveness profile (M = 3.38) had significantly lower reconciliation than those in the 
unforgiveness and ambivalence profiles. For avoidance, those in the forgiveness profile (M = 
2.19) were less avoidant than individuals in all other profiles. They were followed by individuals 
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in the detached forgiveness (M = 3.50), unforgiveness (M = 3.72), ambivalence (M = 3.76) and 
ashamed internalization (M = 4.19) profiles. Individuals in the internalization profile (M = 4.81) 
had significantly higher avoidance than individuals in all other profiles, except those in the 
ashamed internalization profile. For revenge, individuals in the forgiveness (M = 1.69) and 
detached forgiveness (M = 1.96) profiles displayed less revenge than those in most other profiles. 
They were followed by those in the unforgiveness (M = 2.40) and ashamed internalization (M = 
2.84) profiles. Those in the internalization (M = 3.39) and ambivalence (M = 3.40) profiles had 
significantly higher revenge than those in the forgiveness, detached forgiveness and 
unforgiveness profiles.  
Regarding well-being, the overall effect for life satisfaction was only marginally 
significant (p = .09). Nevertheless, individuals in the detached forgiveness profile (M = 5.34) 
had significantly higher life satisfaction than those in the ambivalence (M = 4.83) and ashamed 
internalization (M = 4.71) profiles. None of the other profiles differed between them (M F = 
5.31, M IT = 5.22, M UF = 5.06). Regarding general well-being, those in the detached forgiveness 
profile (M = 4.90) had significantly higher life satisfaction than those in the ashamed 
internalization (M = 4.48) and ambivalence (M = 4.30) profiles. Individuals in the other profiles 
did not significantly differ (M F = 4.83, M UF = 4.51, M IT = 4.46). As for self-esteem, individuals 
in the detached forgiveness profile (M = 5.47) displayed significantly higher self-esteem than 
individuals in most other profiles, except forgiveness (M = 5.35). They were followed by those 
in the ashamed internalization (M = 5.06), unforgiveness (M = 4.86), internalization (M = 4.83) 
and ambivalence (M = 4.71) profiles.   
General Discussion 
Despite the extensive scholarly interest in forgiveness, the literature has struggled to 
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answer the question of ―what is forgiveness‖ (Worthington, 2005a). We argued that the literature 
needs to ground its understanding of forgiveness in people‘s experiences to ensure that it remains 
relevant to those who are experiencing and must manage these issues in practice (cf. Shapiro, 
2001). Using a person-centered approach, we identified seven forgiveness profiles (i.e., total 
forgiveness, forgiveness, detached forgiveness, unforgiveness, ambivalence, internalization, and 
ashamed internalization) that reflect disparate combinations of anger, anxiety, shame, and 
empathy. Our findings make several theoretical contributions. 
Insights from a Person-Centered Approach to Studying Forgiveness Experiences: Shifting 
Perspectives from Managers to Employees 
In this research, we adopted a person-centric perspective with the goal of achieving a 
deeper understanding of forgiveness as viewed through the perspective of those who actually 
experience the phenomenon. Specifically, we examined in tandem four emotions that have been 
considered critical to the experience of forgiveness, which allowed for a deeper and more 
nuanced understanding of forgiveness. Our adoption of a person-centered perspective provided a 
more direct window into how individuals experience forgiveness, which is perhaps best 
exemplified by the roles of anxiety and shame in differentiating between different forms of 
forgiveness. Specifically, our profiles focused on four categories of emotions: anger, anxiety, 
shame, and empathy. Whereas anger and empathy have been heavily emphasized in the 
literature, anxiety and shame have received relatively less attention. This emphasis may be 
partially due to the tendency to examine forgiveness through the eyes and interests of managers 
and organizations rather than the employees who experience this phenomenon (Bies et al., 2016).  
From a managerial-centered perspective, it is critical to focus on emotions that are 
directly relevant to organizations (i.e., anger can prompt revenge; empathy can elicit prosocial 
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behaviors). However, our findings indicate that anxiety and shame are critical components that 
underlie and differentiate between the profiles. It is especially interesting that the ―new‖ profiles 
(internalization and ashamed internalization), which do not have correspondence within the 
existing literature, have moderate to high levels of these emotions. This indicates that focusing 
on forgiveness through a person-centered rather than managerial-centered perspective can reveal 
new important insights and heighten our ability to more effectively manage the aftermath of 
workplace transgressions. For example, this suggests that interventions that specifically target 
shame or anxiety may be especially helpful for individuals who want to achieve forgiveness but 
are currently in profiles characterized by high levels of these emotions. As another example, 
these results suggest that the root causes for the emergence of these emotions should be 
examined (e.g., what gives rise to anxiety or shame and how this can/should be managed); so 
that strategies can be developed to more effectively deal with these profiles and their 
implications for the individual and the organization.  
The Differential Effects of Forgiveness Profiles  
Our profile analysis revealed the existence of seven distinct profiles of forgiveness-
related experiences, which raises the question of whether these distinct intrapersonal experiences 
differentially predict outcomes of relevance for both individuals and organizations. With respect 
to conflict management, we found that the profiles differentially predicted interpersonal 
reconciliation, revenge, and avoidance. Although previous research has emphasized the 
importance of anger (for revenge) and empathy (for reconciliation), our findings highlight how 
the presence of anxiety and shame can predict avoidance of the offender – an outcome that has 
received relatively less attention and mixed results within the literature. Additionally, our 
findings also revealed that experiencing low levels of negative emotions without an 
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accompanying high level of empathy (detached forgiveness) or a high level of empathy without 
accompanying low levels of negative emotions (ambivalence) may not be enough to help 
individuals consistently respond to the offender in a prosocial manner. Instead, it is the 
combination of both low levels of negative emotions and high empathy (forgiveness and total 
forgiveness) that appears to be critical for positive conflict management. Indeed, while empathy 
can facilitate prosocial behavior towards the transgressor (Hoffman, 2008), it is possible that the 
presence of negative emotions can curb the prosocial impact of empathy. Overall, these results 
suggest that focusing on individuals‘ intrapersonal experiences can provide clarity for their 
interpersonal conflict management strategies. Our results also indicate that while forgiveness 
may sometimes be recommended as the key for a peaceful resolution of conflict in organizations, 
simply trying to promote forgiveness without taking into consideration that different forms of 
forgiveness may emerge may backfire – and even add fuel to already complex situations by 
overlooking critical distinctions underlying forgiveness experiences.  
Our findings for well-being also indicate the importance of distinguishing between 
different forgiveness-related experiences. Interestingly, the pattern of results for well-being 
differed from that obtained for conflict management. Specifically, across well-being outcomes, 
the forgiveness-related experience characterized by high levels of negative emotions and 
empathy (i.e., ambivalence) was typically associated with low levels of well-being, while those 
experiences characterized by low levels of negative emotions and high levels of empathy (i.e., 
forgiveness) and by relatively low levels of both negative emotions and empathy (i.e., detached 
forgiveness) were typically associated with high levels of well-being. These results suggest that 
while empathy has often been suggested to mitigate the negative effects of interpersonal 
transgressions, it is the experience of low levels of negative emotions (regardless of the 
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accompanying level of empathy) that may be critical for increasing individuals‘ well-being. In 
contrast, having high levels of empathy may be more critical for conflict management outcomes 
since empathy can facilitate prosocial behavior towards the transgressor (Hoffman, 2008).  
Across both conflict management and well-being outcomes, adopting a person-centered 
perspective reconciles contradictory perspectives on the importance and influence of empathy by 
demonstrating that (a) the presence of empathy is critical for some profiles but not for others 
(i.e., both perspectives can coexist in distinct subpopulations/profiles), (b) empathy may not have 
a linear relationship with outcomes (i.e., more empathy may not always be ―better‖, as illustrated 
by the lack of significant differences between the effects of forgiveness and total forgiveness, 
which differ mainly on the level of empathy), and (c) the presence of negative emotions may 
influence the impact of empathy. This raises critical questions for future research, including 
whether empathy has a ―threshold‖ after which it is less effective and when/how the emotions 
influence each other to predict outcomes. Overall, the outcome results further highlight the 
importance of studying patterns of emotions (in contrast to studying the effects of the emotional 
components of forgiveness in isolation) to better understand individuals‘ experience of 
forgiveness and its differing effects.  
Defining Forgiveness Experiences: Addressing the Most Pernicious Problem in the Field  
Our findings provide insights into the debate around the nature of forgiveness, including 
how it should be conceptualized and defined. Although several profiles aligned with existing 
theoretical definitions (e.g., unforgiveness, forgiveness, detached forgiveness, ambivalence), we 
identified new profiles (e.g., internalization, ashamed internalization) and also found that some 
constructs require more gradation (e.g., total forgiveness vs forgiveness). Thus, our investigation 
provided an in-depth characterization of the way that people experience forgiveness, which has 
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several important implications for the conceptualization of forgiveness. First, while the relevance 
of forgiveness research for the workplace context is now firmly established, it appears that as a 
field we have so far simply focused on the ―tip of the iceberg‖ of forgiveness. More specifically, 
this research highlights that forgiveness, as it is actually experienced by individuals, does not 
correspond neatly to a single construct or definition of forgiveness. Indeed, the answer to ―one of 
the most pernicious problems in the field‖ may not lie in providing a singular definition of 
forgiveness (McCullough et al., 2000a, p. 7); but rather in the clear identification of a set of 
forgiveness-related constructs that best capture the wide range of individuals‘ ―lived through‖ 
experiences (see also Worthington, 2005b). 
Second, given the different forms of forgiveness experiences and their differential effects, 
it is critical for the field to recognize these conceptual distinctions moving forward. While the 
field has experienced a proliferation of constructs, it has been unclear how these theoretical 
constructs relate to individuals‘ lived through experiences. By providing a foundation that is 
grounded in people‘s experiences, these findings can focus our attention on the constructs that 
are likely to be theoretically and practically important for the literature moving forward. We 
encourage forgiveness scholars to embark on a research agenda focused on clarifying and further 
developing these constructs and the similarities/distinctions between them. Ultimately, this 
research highlights the importance of stimulating research focused on achieving strong construct 
development and clarification, which can subsequently be used as a stepping stone for a deeper 
understanding of workplace forgiveness.    
What Have Researchers Been Studying When Investigating “Forgiveness”: The 
Importance of Aligning Theorizing and Measurement  
Our findings indicated that the profiles more closely aligned with the theoretical construct 
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of forgiveness (total forgiveness and forgiveness) were typically experienced by a relatively low 
percentage of individuals in our samples (3% for total forgiveness, and between 11% and 14% 
for forgiveness). Much more frequent was the experience of detached forgiveness, which in each 
of the three studies corresponded to about half of the sample (between 44% and 51%). Thus, it is 
possible that some of the research purportedly investigating workplace forgiveness actually 
reflects detached forgiveness. Indeed, it may be that at least some of the conflicting findings 
evident in the forgiveness literature reflect this discrepancy, given that detached forgiveness does 
not appear to be associated with the same benefits in terms of conflict management and well-
being as forgiveness and total forgiveness. As another example, given that people in the 
ambivalence profile state that they have forgiven to a relatively high extent, research examining 
forgiveness via individuals‘ statements of forgiveness may sometimes be capturing ambivalence 
rather than forgiveness. Again, given that ambivalence does not appear to be associated with the 
same outcomes as forgiveness, this can give rise to mixed results in the field. Overall, there may 
be a misalignment between our theorizing and our operationalization of forgiveness, including 
what we are actually capturing in our measures (cf. Wang & Hanges, 2011), which may cloud 
our ability to understand the nature of forgiveness and its effects.  
Thus, an important implication of our findings relates to the measurement of forgiveness 
experiences. Self-report measures of stated forgiveness have dominated the measurement of 
forgiveness (cf. McCullough et al., 2000b). However, these measures are unable to capture and 
fail to operationalize key distinctions between the constructs, problems which, as discussed 
above, are reflected in the conflicting results and ambiguity that have plagued the literature. 
Indeed, our findings indicate that focusing on stated forgiveness obscures our understanding of 
how individuals are actually experiencing forgiveness and the implications of these experiences. 
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This not only makes it more difficult to theoretically understand the effects of forgiveness but 
also to manage these experiences. Adopting a profile approach to forgiveness provides a deeper 
and more nuanced understanding of forgiveness, and is appropriate to address the question of 
how individuals experience forgiveness – including a better understanding of which of the extant 
constructs available in the literature actually find correspondence in individuals‘ experience. 
However, being able to capture these experiences with a direct measure can be particularly 
helpful and greatly simplify the demands of investigations focused on testing theory (e.g., when 
investigating specific relationships between forgiveness constructs and other organizationally-
relevant constructs, including mediating and moderating effects) or identifying individuals who 
would benefit from different targeted interventions, among other purposes. Thus, we strongly 
encourage future research to develop direct measures that can further capture the theoretical 
distinctions between the different forgiveness-related constructs.  
Contextualizing Forgiveness Experiences  
These results also suggest that there may be important differences in how forgiveness is 
experienced in the workplace versus personal domains, potentially indicating the need for more 
context theorizing in forgiveness research (cf. Bamberger, 2008). Specifically, it is possible that 
forgiveness and total forgiveness are more frequent and/or valued in close relationships (such as 
within couples or close friends), while detached forgiveness may be the most common goal in 
contexts where relationships may be more strongly influenced by exchange-related issues, such 
as the workplace (Bies et al., 2016; Clark & Mils, 1993; Worthington, 2005b). This also suggests 
that although it may be tempting to generalize forgiveness-related results from other domains to 
the workplace context, a critical assessment of the differences between the contexts is necessary 
before substantive conclusions can be drawn.   
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Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions  
Our findings should be viewed in light of their strengths and limitations. Our findings 
were generally replicated across three studies using samples of students (Studies 1 and 3) and 
full-time employees (Study 2). Given our focus on an intrapersonal phenomenon and variables 
that the target individual is in the best position to answer (i.e., emotions, well-being, and conflict 
management strategies), we used same source data. Accordingly, we proactively designed our 
studies using best practices for mitigating common method bias and also included a time-lagged 
study. However, future research should explore other outcomes of relevance (e.g., performance) 
using multi-source data (e.g., supervisors, coworkers). Future research should also further 
examine the functionality of the profiles. For instance, although unforgiveness may prolong 
distress and prevent closure (Baumeister et al., 1998), it may also enhance feelings of power and 
moral superiority and/or encourage vigilance to prevent further exploitation (Exline & 
Baumeister, 2001). Future research would also benefit from examining how the profiles and 
profile membership change over time, including the factors that initiate these changes. 
Additionally, given our focus on understanding how individuals experience forgiveness, we 
examined individuals‘ experiences in isolation. Future research would benefit from examining 
the dyadic influences and processes underlying the forgiveness process and how behaviors from 
both parties as well as third party observers may influence the dynamics of forgiveness and 
initiate changes in individuals‘ profile membership. 
Future research could also benefit from examining other variables that can further 
differentiate between the profiles (e.g., antecedents), such as individual differences and beliefs, 
relationship-related variables, and offense-related variables. For example, given that the total 
forgiveness profile only emerged in the older sample, it is possible that age may influence how 
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individuals conceptualize and experience forgiveness. Indeed, past research has indicated that 
age-related changes in moral development have been related to forgiveness, with people in later 
stages of moral development being more likely to view forgiveness as important for social 
harmony (Enright, Santos, & Al-Mabuk, 1989). Examples of other variables that may influence 
the individuals‘ experience of forgiveness include the severity of the transgression and the 
frequency with which the offender transgresses against the person. Past research suggests that 
harms perceived as more severe (e.g., Fehr et al., 2010; Fincham, Jackson, & Beach, 2005) as 
well as those that occur often (e.g., Gunderson & Ferrari, 2008) may be more difficult to forgive. 
Thus, it is possible that individuals who perceive that they have experienced less severe harms as 
well as those who perceive the offense to be a relatively isolated event are more likely to 
experience forgiveness (rather than, for example, unforgiveness or internalization).  
To enhance generalizability, we relied on heterogeneous samples. However, there have 
been some suggestions that forgiveness may operate differently in disparate organizational 
settings (Bies et al., 2016). For example, forgiveness in a religious-oriented organization may be 
experienced differently than in a high-tech and fast-paced context (e.g., Macaskill, 2005). Thus, 
the profiles may differ depending on contextual factors and unique profiles may emerge in 
specific occupational or cultural contexts. If so, there may be benefits to context-theorizing to 
identify temporal and boundary conditions (Bamberger, 2008).  
Given the nature of latent profile analysis, it is important to include enough variables to 
distinguish between the profiles and provide clarity but not too many that render the profiles 
uninterpretable (Nylund et al., 2007). Although we selected anger, anxiety, shame, and empathy 
as our profiling variables, other emotions have also been related to forgiveness (e.g., bitterness, 
resentment, hatred, fear, guilt). We selected emotions that have been considered central to the 
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experience of interpersonal forgiveness and that did not conceptually overlap with the chosen 
variables. For example, bitterness, resentment and hatred share conceptual similarities with anger 
whereas fear belongs to the same emotion category as anxiety (Lazarus, 1991). In contrast to 
shame, guilt reflects peoples‘ regret and remorse for harm that they have committed (Tangney et 
al., 1996). Thus, guilt is likely to be more relevant for self-forgiveness rather than forgiveness 
towards an offender. Future research should examine profiling variables underlying other forms 
of forgiveness (e.g., self-, group-, and organizational-level forgiveness).  
Practical Implications  
Our research also has important practical implications for employees and organizations. 
For employees, focusing on stated forgiveness instead of one‘s inner experience of forgiveness 
may prevent individuals from more deeply processing the event and their emotions. In contrast, 
awareness of the existence of different forms of forgiveness based on combinations of emotions 
may help them better understand the form of forgiveness they are experiencing and its effects as 
well as more effectively manage their forgiveness process. Ideally, this will lead to more 
beneficial consequences in terms of well-being and conflict management. For managers, a deeper 
understanding of how employees experience forgiveness can help them manage conflict more 
effectively. For example, making managers aware that different forgiveness profiles exist can 
help them better address cases where employees outwardly appear like they have fully forgiven 
(e.g., they have stated their forgiveness and are willing to reconcile with the offender), but whose 
internal experience is ambivalent (i.e., characterized by both negative emotions and empathy), 
given that these individuals are also likely to revenge against the offender. 
These results also highlight the importance of interventions that focus on the complex 
combination of emotions underlying forgiveness experiences (e.g., Barclay & Saldanha, 2016), 
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rather than emphasizing only negative emotions or a specific negative emotion in isolation (e.g., 
anger). For example, interventions that focus on releasing anger may curb revenge, but may not 
be very effective if anxiety and/or shame are also present since these may elicit avoidance. 
Likewise, while reducing negative emotions (anger, anxiety, and shame) may promote well-
being; increasing empathy may be important for initiating prosocial conflict responses in the 
aftermath of an offense. Thus, effective interventions are likely to include both a reduction of 
negative emotions and an enhancement of empathy.  
Conclusion 
Despite the burgeoning literature on forgiveness, our understanding of this phenomenon 
has been constrained by a lack of consensus and clarity surrounding the nature of forgiveness as 
well as a proliferation of theoretical constructs that have not always been reflected in people‘s 
lived through experiences (McCullough et al., 2000a). By applying a person-centered perspective 
combined with a new analytic lens (latent profile analysis), we highlighted the importance of 
delving below the surface of stated forgiveness to better understand forgiveness experiences. We 
identified seven distinct forgiveness profiles that are grounded in the emotions underlying 
forgiveness and have differential effects for outcomes related to well-being and conflict 
management. Further, our results showcase the importance of considering how negative 
emotions (i.e., anger, anxiety, and shame) and empathy can operate in tandem to enhance our 
understanding of forgiveness experiences. Taken together, these findings underscore the 
potential for a person-centered approach to enhance our understanding of forgiveness as well as 
the importance of recognizing the differences underlying these profiles to effectively manage this 
important workplace phenomenon. 
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Table 1 
Examples of Existing Forgiveness-Related Constructs.  
Construct and source Definition 
Complete/genuine forgiveness 
(Fincham et al., 2005; Fincham et 
al., 2015: 18-19) 
 
―low levels of negative sentiment and high levels of positive sentiment toward the offender‖ 
Detached forgiveness 
(Fincham et al., 2005; Fincham et 
al., 2015: 18-19) 
 
―low levels of positive and negative sentiment‖ 
Ambivalent forgiveness 
(Fincham et al., 2005; Fincham et 
al., 2015: 18-19) 
 
―when the forgiver experiences high levels of both positive and negative sentiment toward the offender‖ 
Nonforgiveness 
(Fincham et al., 2005) 
 
high levels of negative sentiment and low levels of positive sentiment towards the offender 
Forgiveness 
(McCullough, Worthington, & 
Rachal, 1997: 321–322) 
―the set of motivational changes whereby one becomes (a) decreasingly motivated to retaliate against an 
offending relationship partner, (b) decreasingly motivated to maintain estrangement from the offender, and 




(Exline & Baumeister, 2001: 133-
134) 
―When one person harms or transgresses against another, this action effectively creates an interpersonal debt. 
Forgiveness involves the cancelling of this debt by the person who has been hurt or wronged. This 
cancellation could take place through multiple channels (e.g., Hebl & Enright, 1993; Wade, 1989) including 
those that are cognitive (e.g., deciding not to think about the debt; recalling one‘s own debts), affective (e.g., 
ceasing to feel angry about the debt), behavioral (e.g., deciding not to seek repayment or punishment for the 
debt), and/or spiritual (e.g., deciding to relinquish control of the debt to God)‖ 
 
Forgiveness 
(Bies et al., 2016: 251) 
―the internal act of relinquishing anger, resentment, and the desire to seek revenge against someone who has 
caused harm as well as the enhancement of positive emotions and thoughts toward the harm-doer‖ 
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Hollow forgiveness 
(Baumeister et al., 1998: 86-87) 
―[an] interpersonal act without [an accompanying] intrapsychic state; that is, the victim may express 
forgiveness to the perpetrator, but not actually feel this forgiveness privately. The victim may continue to 
harbour some resentments or hurts even after having said, ‗I forgive you‘ to the perpetrator‖ 
 
Silent forgiveness 
(Baumeister et al., 1998: 88-89) 
―intrapsychic forgiveness without interpersonal expression. In this case, the victim may have ceased to feel 
angry or hostile toward the perpetrator, but neglects to express this‖ 
 
Total forgiveness 
(Baumeister et al., 1998: 89) 
―involves both intrapsychic and interpersonal forgiveness (…). The victim ceases to feel upset or resentful 




(Baumeister et al., 1998: 89) 
 
―involve[s] neither intrapsychic nor interpersonal forgiveness. This is the ‗total grudge‘ combination‖.  
Decisional forgiveness 
(Worthington & Scherer, 2004: 386) 
―a behavioral intention statement that one will seek to behave toward the transgressor like one did prior to a 
transgression. One decides to release the transgressor from the debt (Baumeister et al., 1998; DiBlasio, 
1998). One might grant decisional forgiveness and still be emotionally upset, cognitively oriented toward 
angry, anxious, or depressive rumination, and motivationally oriented toward revenge or avoidance.‖ 
 
Emotional forgiveness 
(Worthington, 2005a: 4) 
―a replacement of negative, unforgiving emotions with positive, other-oriented emotions. At first, the positive 
emotions neutralize some negative emotions, resulting in a decrease in negative emotions. However, once the 
negative emotion is substantially eliminated, positive emotions can be built.‖ 
 
Unforgiveness 
(Worthington & Wade, 1999: 386; 
Worthington & Scherer, 2004: 386) 
―a ‗cold‘ emotion involving resentment, bitterness, and perhaps hatred, along with the motivated avoidance 
of or retaliation against a transgressor‖ 
―a complex combination of delayed negative emotions toward a person who has transgressed personal 
boundaries. Immediate negative emotions include anger, fear, or both‖ 
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Table 2 
Study 1 Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities, and Correlations.  
 
 
Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1. Anger 3.86 1.76 (.93)        
2. Anxiety 2.73 1.49  .51*** (.88)       
3. Shame 3.06 1.56  .51***  .62*** (.83)      
4. Empathy 2.25 1.21 -.13*  .18***  .06 (.92)     
5. Stated forgiveness 4.09 1.02 -.51*** -.22*** -.29***  .40*** (.97)    
6. Reconciliation 4.03 1.64 -.34*** -.05 -.13*  .45***  .68*** (.91)   
7. Avoidance 3.60 1.63  .48***  .25***  .36*** -.28*** -.58*** -.61*** (.92)  
8. Revenge 2.27 1.39  .42***  .22***  .26*** -.02 -.39*** -.38***  .50*** (.90) 
Notes.  
N = 383.  
* p < .05; *** p < .001.  
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Table 3 
Latent Profile Analysis Fit Statistics for Studies 1, 2 and 3. 
# of profiles LL FP AIC BIC SSABIC Entropy LRT ALRT BLRT 
Study 1          
2 -2552.525 19 5143.050 5218.062 5157.778 .822 p = .000 p = .000 p = .000 
3 -2529.510 24 5107.019 5201.772 5125.624 .853 p = .003 p = .003 p = .000 
4 -2509.157 29 5076.314 5190.807 5098.795 .863 p = .108 p = .116 p = .000 
5 -2482.746 34 5033.492 5167.725 5059.849 .860 p = .008 p = .009 p = .000 
6 -2466.613 39 5011.226 5165.199 5041.458 .826 p = .077 p = .085 p = .000 
Study 2          
2 -1689.776 19 3417.552 3484.307 3424.077 .930 p = .056 p = .061 p = .000 
3 -1652.154 24 3352.309 3436.631 3360.550 .971 p = .039 p = .042 p = .000 
4 -1621.865 29 3301.730 3403.620 3311.689 .940 p = .088 p = .094 p = .000 
5 -1595.152 34 3258.305 3377.761 3269.980 .950 p = .026 p = .029 p = .000 
6 -1580.691 39 3239.382 3376.406 3252.775 .886 p = .205 p = .209 p = .040 
Study 3          
2 -2400.424 19 4838.847 4912.788 4852.510 .842 p = .000 p = .000 p = .000 
3 -2365.294 24 4778.587 4871.987 4795.845 .819 p = .005 p = .005 p = .000 
4 -2348.130 29 4754.259 4867.117 4775.113 .851 p = .116 p = .126 p = .000 
5 -2330.289 34 4728.579 4860.895 4753.028 .821 p = .090 p = .098 p = .000 
6 -2305.468 39 4688.936 4840.710 4716.981 .842 p = .432 p = .444 p = .000 
7 -.2290.456 44 4668.493 4839.725 4700.133 .864 p = .108 p = .114 p = .000 
Notes.  
LL: Log Likelihood, FP: Free Parameters, AIC: Akaike Information Criterion, BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion, SSABIC: Sample-Size-Adjusted BIC, LRT: Vuong- Lo-
Mendell-Rubin Likelihood Ratio Test, ALRT: Adjusted Vuong- Lo-Mendell-Rubin Likelihood Ratio Test, BLRT: Bootstrap Likelihood Ratio Test.  
N Study 1 = 383, N Study 2 = 248, N Study3 = 362. 
 
Recovering from Workplace Offenses     84 
 
Table 4 
Profile Means and Standard Deviations for Studies 1, 2 and 3.  
  Anger Anxiety  Shame  Empathy  
Study/Profile N 
% of 
sample M SD M SD M SD M SD 
Study 1           
F 51 13% 2.82 0.43 1.84 0.20 2.52 0.25 3.96 0.19 
DF 167 44% 3.38 0.17 1.64 0.06 2.43 0.12 1.52 0.07 
UF 110 29% 4.62 0.15 3.59 0.09 3.69 0.15 2.02 0.12 
AB 36 9% 4.53 0.26 4.64 0.20 3.86 0.26 4.15 0.19 
IT 19 5% 5.18 0.25 6.20 0.16 4.87 0.43 1.74 0.18 
Study 2           
TF 8 3% 3.00 0.60 2.29 0.75 2.56 0.54 5.70 0.38 
F 34 14% 2.79 0.31 2.22 0.28 1.63 0.16 3.32 0.15 
DF 143 58% 3.88 0.16 1.95 0.12 1.72 0.08 1.18 0.03 
AB 20 8% 4.41 0.32 3.98 0.32 4.11 0.41 3.96 0.20 
IT 43 17% 5.04 0.22 3.59 0.31 5.27 0.21 1.29 0.07 
Study 3           
F 39 11% 2.37 0.32 1.72 0.23 1.75 0.28 4.12 0.32 
DF 184 51% 3.10 0.13 1.68 0.09 1.70 0.07 1.61 0.11 
UF 28 8% 4.71 0.33 4.88 0.38 2.06 0.27 1.80 0.25 
AB 30 8% 4.03 0.31 3.92 0.41 4.27 0.47 4.06 0.51 
IT 30 8% 4.98 0.28 5.04 0.55 4.66 0.49 1.95 0.26 
AIT 51 14% 4.56 0.24 2.62 0.30 4.40 0.19 1.92 0.19 
Notes.  
N Study 1 = 383, N Study 2 = 248, N Study3 = 362.  
F = Forgiveness, DF = Detached Forgiveness, UF = Unforgiveness, AB = Ambivalence, IT = Internalization, TF = Total Forgiveness, AIT = Ashamed Internalization.  
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 Table 5   
Automatic Three-Step Results for Outcomes (BCH) for Studies 1, 2 and 3.  
Study/Outcome TF F DF UF AB IT AIT Chi square 
Study 1         
   Stated forgiveness ̶ 5.94 
DF, UF, AB, IT
 3.95




 F, DF, UF, IT
 2.61
 F, DF, AB
 ̶   69.98*** 










 ̶   47.91*** 
   Avoidance ̶ 2.50 
DF, UF, AB, IT
 3.56 
F, UF,  IT
 4.13





 ̶   35.61*** 








 2.14 ̶   16.00** 
Study 2         
   Stated forgiveness 6.05 
DF, AB, IT
 5.27 
DF,  AB, IT
 2.88 
TF, F, AB, IT
 ̶ 3.97
 TF, F, DF, IT
 2.08 
TF, F, DF, AB
 ̶ 133.22*** 






  ̶ 3.94 
TF, F, DF, IT
 2.92 
TF, F, AB
 ̶   88.95*** 






  ̶ 4.05 
F, IT
 5.35 
TF, F, DF, AB
 ̶   75.21*** 








 ̶   24.86*** 










 ̶   17.99** 










 ̶   36.47*** 
Study 3         
   Stated forgiveness ̶ 6.14














   Reconciliation ̶ 5.42
 DF, UF, AB, IT, AIT
 3.38









   69.98*** 
   Avoidance ̶ 2.19
 DF, UF, AB, IT, AIT
  3.50




 F,  IT
 4.81
 F, DF, AB, UF
 4.19
 F, DF
    81.65*** 
   Revenge ̶ 1.69
 UF, AB, IT, AIT
  1.96






 F, DF, UF
 3.39
 F, DF, UF
 2.84
 F, DF
   63.15*** 






     9.51† 
   General well-being ̶ 4.83 4.90
 AB, AIT
  4.51 4.30
 DF
  4.46 4.48
 DF
    14.63* 
   Self-esteem ̶ 5.35
 AB
 5.47









   23.10*** 
Notes.  
N Study 1 = 383, N Study 2 = 248, N Study3 = 362.  
† p = .090; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.  
Superscripts indicate profiles that are significantly different at least at p < .05.  
TF = Total Forgiveness (only identified in Study 2), F = Forgiveness, DF = Detached Forgiveness, UF = Unforgiveness (identified in Studies 1 and 3), AB = Ambivalence, IT = 
Internalization, AIT = Ashamed Internalization (only identified in Study 3).  
  
Recovering from Workplace Offenses     86 
 
Table 6 
Study 2 Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities, and Correlations.  
 
 
Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. Anger 3.94 1.83 (.91)          
2. Anxiety 2.44 1.61  .49*** (.88)         
3. Shame 2.52 1.67  .41***  .58*** (.82)        
4. Empathy 1.87 1.28 -.23***  .12  .02 (.94)       
5. Stated forgiveness 3.27 2.12 -.48*** -.16* -.23***  .52*** (.98)      
6. Reconciliation 3.46 1.92 -.36*** -.01 -.11  .46***  .76*** (.94)     
7. Avoidance 4.26 1.87  .54***  .29***  .31*** -.34*** -.60*** -.60*** (.94)    
8. Revenge 2.59 1.66  .45***  .34***  .32*** -.06 -.34*** -.29***  .49*** (.92)   
9. Life satisfaction 4.56 1.66 -.11 -.16* -.15*  .15*  .23***  .28*** -.18** -.23*** (.93)  
10. General well-being 5.25 1.37 -.18** -.47*** -.37*** -.10  .12  .06 -.17** -.33***  .56*** (.91) 
Notes.  
N = 248.  
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.  
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Table 7 
Study 3 Means, Standard Deviations, Reliabilities, and Correlations.  
 Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 
1. Anger 3.58 1.67 (.92)           
2. Anxiety 2.55 1.51  .55*** (.90)          
3. Shame 2.58 1.48  .43***  .57*** (.84)         
4. Empathy 2.19 1.23 -.12*  .13*  .18*** (.92)        
5. Stated forgiveness 3.93 1.89 -.35*** -.09 -.09  .44*** (.97)       
6. Reconciliation 3.83 1.58 -.16**  .09  .08  .43***  .71*** (.91)      
7. Avoidance 3.59 1.52  .45***  .24***  .27*** -.26*** -.48*** -.45*** (.92)     
8. Revenge 2.33 1.29  .44***  .36***  .37***  .08 -.20*** -.04  .50*** (.91)    
9. Life satisfaction 5.17 1.22 -.02 -.11* -.15**  .00  .06  .05  .01 -.12* (.91)   
10. General well-being 4.72 1.10 -.09 -.18** -.20*** -.06  .04 -.04 -.13* -.26***  .62*** (.89)  
11. Self-esteem 5.23 1.11 -.08 -.27*** -.23*** -.07  .01 -.03 -.08 -.27***  .72***  .77*** (.91) 
Notes.  
N = 362.  
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 
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Figure 1 

















F = Forgiveness, DF = Detached Forgiveness, UF = Unforgiveness, AB = Ambivalence, IT = Internalization. 
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Figure 2 

















TF = Total Forgiveness, F = Forgiveness, DF = Detached Forgiveness, AB = Ambivalence, IT = Internalization. 
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 Figure 3 
































CHAPTER 4 – CONCLUSION 
 
THE RECOVERY APPROACH TO WORKPLACE TRANSGRESSIONS: 
CURRENT STATE AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 
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The Recovery Approach to Workplace Transgressions:  
Current State and Future Research Directions 
For decades, researchers have tried to both understand and mitigate the harmful effects of 
workplace transgressions. They have done so in ways that increased our ability to manage these 
difficult situations; either by trying to prevent their very occurrence (i.e., by adopting a 
preventive approach) or by trying to repair the violation and/or the immediate harm it has caused 
(i.e., by adopting a remedial approach). In this dissertation, I have argued for the importance of 
complementing these perspectives with a focus on understanding and promoting individuals‘ 
efforts to effectively manage the aftermath of an offense and its ramifications – in other words, I 
have argued for the importance of furthering our understanding of the newly-introduced recovery 
approach for the study of workplace transgressions. 
Theoretically, adopting a recovery approach shifts attention from the concerns of 
managers and organizations to the concerns of aggrieved individuals. Although research has 
examined questions and outcomes of interest to individuals, it has often done so with the higher 
order goal of promoting the organization‘s collective purpose and success. As discussed by 
Weiss and Rupp (2011, p. 86/87), there isn‘t ―anything fundamentally wrong with an interest in 
aligning individual behavior with collective purpose. Everyone benefits from the efficient 
functioning of institutions.‖ What there is, however, is a risk of losing sight of the concerns of 
those who actually make organizations come to life – that is, the people who work there.  
In the sections that follow, I briefly overview the main findings of Manuscripts 1 and 2 
and outline their theoretical contributions to recovery. Next, I expand the discussion to address 
the broader implications that this dissertation can have for a recovery approach to the study of 
workplace transgressions, including future research directions and practical implications.  
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Integrating Manuscripts 1 and 2 
In Manuscript 1 (―Finding meaning in unfair experiences: Using expressive writing as a 
way to foster resilience and positive outcomes‖), I investigated whether it was possible for 
aggrieved individuals to transform unfair experiences into opportunities to promote positive 
outcomes. More specifically, I examined whether participating in a meaning-finding expressive 
writing intervention could foster resilience. Results of an experimental study where participants 
were randomly assigned to four different writing conditions (i.e., control, traditional expressive 
writing, and two new meaning-finding conditions) indicated that fostering resilience with a 
meaning-finding expressive writing intervention promoted aggrieved individuals‘ life 
satisfaction, positive relationships with others, and willingness to reconcile with the offender.  
In Manuscript 2 (―A new way of seeing forgiveness: Using a person-centered approach to 
dive below the surface‖), I sought to illuminate individuals‘ ―lived-through‖ experiences of 
forgiveness by examining different types of forgiveness-related experiences and investigating 
their consequences. Using a latent profile analysis focused on four emotions critical for 
individuals‘ experience of forgiveness (i.e., anger, anxiety, shame, and empathy), 7 different 
profiles were identified: total forgiveness, forgiveness, detached forgiveness, unforgiveness, 
ambivalence, internalization, and ashamed internalization. These profiles differentially predicted 
conflict management and well-being outcomes. Specifically, profiles characterized by a 
combination of low negative emotions and high empathy were related to more prosocial conflict 
management and higher well-being. In contrast, profiles characterized by a low level of negative 
emotions without an accompanying high level of empathy, or by a high level of empathy without 
a concomitant low level of negative emotions (detached forgiveness and ambivalence, 
respectively) appeared to be less beneficial for conflict management. In general, the least 
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prosocial conflict management strategies and lowest well-being were associated with profiles 
characterized by different combinations of high levels of negative emotions and low levels of 
empathy (unforgiveness, internalization, and ashamed internalization). Results also indicated that 
asking individuals to simply state how much they have forgiven their offender may mask 
important distinctions in how individuals are experiencing forgiveness.  
Theoretical Implications 
My dissertation makes several important contributions to the study of recovery. First, 
both manuscripts adopt a person-centered perspective. In addressing the question of what would 
a person-centered examination of work look like, Weiss and Rupp (2011, p. 84) suggested that ―a 
person-centric work psychology can be wide ranging. (…) But regardless of the time frame or 
focus, the person in all of his or her subjectivity needs to be the center of attention.‖ In 
Manuscript 1, I achieved this goal by proposing an employee-focused intervention that allows 
individuals to take an active role in their own recovery. Additionally, the intervention‘s 
mechanism – resilience – was fostered through individuals‘ engagement in a personally relevant 
expressive writing task. In Manuscript 2, this goal was achieved by investigating individuals‘ 
―lived-through‖ experiences of forgiveness and by examining which forms of forgiveness appear 
to be more (versus less) beneficial for individuals. Together, these manuscripts provide concrete 
examples of how a person-centered perspective can be applied to the study of workplace 
transgressions and highlight its relevance for the study of recovery. Importantly, by adopting a 
person-centered perspective, this dissertation brings the experience and concerns of aggrieved 
individuals to the foreground and highlights the advantages of paying close and purposeful 
attention to their perspective (including employee-relevant outcomes, such as increased life 
satisfaction; and organization-relevant outcomes, such as the prosocial management of conflict).  
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Second, Lewin has noted that ―the best way to understand something is to try to change 
it‖ (in Greenwood & Levin, 1998, p. 19). Consistent with this notion, Manuscript 1 generates 
extensive theoretical insights and new avenues for research by trying to facilitate recovery via 
the development of resilience. That is, this manuscript focused on promoting individuals‘ 
recovery via a meaning-finding expressive writing intervention. By contrast, in Manuscript 2, I 
focused on understanding recovery as initiated by the individual, in the form of the different 
forgiveness-related experiences. Given the nascent nature of the recovery perspective, it is 
critical to develop theoretical insights that capture the experiences of those who are encountering 
the phenomenon. Aligned with this reasoning, Manuscript 2 is grounded in people‘s experiences, 
thereby offering a rich characterization of forgiveness and enabling a fine-grained understanding 
of how different forms of forgiveness relate with a variety of important outcomes. Combined, 
these studies indicate that adopting a recovery approach to the study of workplace transgressions 
can provide insights into how to intervene to benefit the aggrieved individuals (e.g., by 
proposing interventions that they can self-administer) and how individuals can otherwise manage 
the aftermath of the transgression (e.g., by highlighting that individuals may follow different 
recovery paths, as illustrated by the emergence of different forgiveness profiles and their 
respective disparate outcomes).   
Third, in this dissertation, I provide insights into how individuals (can best) manage the 
aftermath of a workplace transgression and promote a deeper understanding of two phenomena – 
resilience and forgiveness – that are relevant for recovery. Specifically, in Manuscript 1, I 
suggest that by fostering resilience individuals can transform workplace transgressions into 
opportunities to promote positive outcomes for themselves and their relationships. In Manuscript 
2, I provide a deeper characterization of the experience of forgiveness, and identify forms of 
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forgiveness that can be more versus less beneficial for individuals. Overall, this suggests that 
adopting a recovery perspective can enrich our theories (e.g., by uncovering mechanisms that 
promote successful adjustment in the aftermath of transgressions) and provide a broader set of 
tools for managers and organizations to more effectively manage workplace transgressions. It 
also clarifies that individuals appear to indeed be able to transform such difficult workplace 
experiences into opportunities for growth and benefits.  
Recovery Moving Forward 
The recovery approach adopted in this dissertation has generated important insights that 
can enrich our ability to manage the aftermath of interpersonal transgressions at work. Given the 
recency of recovery as a lens for studying workplace transgressions, however, these findings 
represent a first step in what is likely to be a fruitful and informative research stream. In this 
section, I offer some important directions that this research may take, which can advance our 
understanding of and ability to promote recovery. I conclude by contrasting the notion of 
recovering from workplace transgressions with other conceptualizations of recovery existent in 
the literature and discuss future research steps to more clearly disentangle them.  
Future Research Directions 
A relevant potential future research direction refers to who should be considered in 
recovery efforts as well as who is responsible for them. So far, I have discussed the recovery 
process of aggrieved individuals; that is, those who perceive they have been transgressed against 
in a workplace context. In this sense, all of those who perceive that a transgression has been 
committed against them can potentially benefit from these insights, regardless of their formal 
rank in the organizational hierarchy (i.e., the aggrieved individual may be someone at an entry-
level position, a manager, etc.). Nevertheless, there may be differences worth investigating in the 
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recovery processes of different organizational actors, including how these processes can be best 
facilitated. For example, Aquino, Tripp, and Bies (2006) found that when perceptions of 
procedural justice climate were high, absolute hierarchical status enhanced forgiveness and 
reconciliation. They suggested that individuals who occupy a higher and presumably more 
visible organizational position may be more sensitive to fairness norms, which may prescribe 
leniency in the aftermath of a transgression. Moreover, they found that relative hierarchical 
status (between the aggrieved individual and his/her offender) also influenced forgiveness. 
Specifically, aggrieved individuals who had lower status than the offender were likely to forgive 
when perceptions of procedural justice climate were high, presumably because they trusted the 
organization to serve justice. As another example, individuals who have access to more resources 
at work may be better positioned to promote their own resilience than those who have access to 
fewer resources (e.g., Bonnano, Galea, Bucciarelli, & Vlahov, 2007; Hobfoll, Stevens, & Zalta, 
2015). This suggests that status and power, among other factors, can influence not only how 
individuals interpret the aftermath of an offense, but also the alternatives they have available or 
are seen (by them or by others) as acceptable to pursue recovery.  
Workplace transgressions are often complex situations, fraught with ambiguity and 
uncertainty. Thus, it is possible that in many situations more than one of the involved parties 
believes he or she has been transgressed against (e.g., Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Mitchell & 
Ambrose, 2007). Moreover, even when a given party self-identifies as the transgressor, he or she 
may also have specific recovery needs that should be addressed – for example, reconciling 
discrepancies between how one acted and how one feels one should have acted (cf. Barclay & 
Saldanha, 2015); and considering self-forgiveness (―a set of motivational changes whereby one 
becomes decreasingly motivated to avoid stimuli associated with the offense, decreasingly 
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motivated to retaliate against the self (…), and increasingly motivated to act benevolently toward 
the self‖, Hall & Fincham, 2005, p. 622; Fisher & Exline, 2006). This suggests that when 
workplace transgressions occur, it may be important to look beyond who is the perceived 
offender in the situation to consider how all the involved parties are experiencing and managing 
the aftermath of the situation.  
Regardless of whose recovery efforts are being considered, however, it is important to 
note that while a recovery perspective highlights the active role individuals can take to manage 
their own recovery process, the role of organizations remains critical for recovery. Thus, the 
present results do not absolve organizations from their responsibility to proactively try to prevent 
transgressions from occurring or providing remedies and supporting concerned parties as they 
navigate their respective recovery efforts. At an individual level, this may involve, for example, 
having intervention tools available that individuals can use to promote their own recovery on 
their own time and from their own volition (cf. Barclay & Saldanha, 2016; Barclay & Skarlicki, 
2009). At a more dyadic level and/or group level, this may involve, for example, efforts akin to 
restorative justice; an approach which aims to provide justice for all by taking into consideration 
all involved parties (e.g., the transgressor, the aggrieved individual, and the broader community; 
Goodstein & Aquino, 2010; Kidder, 2007). Future research may find it fruitful to investigate 
how organizations can most effectively navigate the aftermath of transgressions – including what 
their role can/should be in different situations, who should enact recovery efforts and how these 
efforts should be enacted, and what interventions or other recovery tools should be available.  
Another potential interesting avenue of future research relates to issues of time. For 
example, recovery processes are likely to unfold over time after a specific transgression. These 
―recovery episodes‖ (a series of transactions between an individual and his/her environment that 
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follow from a specific precipitating event and include a series of related sub-events, Barclay & 
Saldanha, 2015; Frijda, 1993; Whiteside & Barclay, 2015), however, can often be very complex. 
For example, in the context of ongoing interactions, the precipitating event is likely to be 
followed by fresh interactions with the offender. In these interactions the offender may transgress 
further against the aggrieved individual, make an effort to address the situation, or even be 
oblivious or unwilling to acknowledge the violation (Adams, 2016). Additionally, the previous 
relationship between the parties, the aggrieved individual‘s overall evaluation (i.e., entity 
perception) of the offender, and history of previous transgressions (e.g., frequency and severity) 
can all influence how the transgression is perceived and thus how the aggrieved individual will 
manage its aftermath (e.g., Riek & Mania, 2012). In contrast, in the context of one-off 
interactions (e.g., with customers or a rarely seen vice-president) individuals may face less 
interference in their sensemaking process – but may also lack cues on how the transgressor is 
processing the situation, if at all (e.g., Wang et al., 2013). Future research could investigate how 
these and other relevant factors influence recovery – for example, they can influence the best 
timing for applying interventions or how individuals are planning to respond to the offender in 
any given moment in time. They can also lead to further long-term ramifications not evident in 
the immediate aftermath of the transgression. For example, an aggrieved individual may be able 
to successfully overcome a one-off or relatively mild offense, but his or her ability to recover 
may be short-circuited when the offenses become more frequent and/or severe (e.g., Fincham, 
Jackson, & Beach, 2005).   
A common thread running through the potential research avenues discussed above refers 
to the importance of studying moderators impacting the success of recovery efforts (e.g., history 
of past violations from the same or other individuals, pre-transgression relationship closeness 
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and commitment, severity of the precipitating event, frequency of offenses from the same 
offender, third-party influences on the recovery process, personality factors) as well as the 
mechanisms that explain these processes (cf. Barclay & Saldanha, 2015). Additionally, while 
resilience and forgiveness were the focus of investigation in this dissertation, other mechanisms 
may be important for facilitating recovery, particularly those related to the availability and use of 
resources that can be drawn upon to deal with transgressions effectively. Further, kindhearted 
and/or prosocial responses other than forgiveness can also promote successful recovery. Such 
research efforts could allow interventions to be fine-tuned and enhance our understanding of how 
to help individuals as they undergo a recovery process. From a person-centered perspective, this 
could help to keep the individual as the focus of attention as well as their best interests in mind 
(Weiss & Rupp, 2011). From a managerial-centered perspective, this could increase the 
effectiveness and ability to constructively manage the aftermath of transgressions.  
While many more novel research avenues could be considered, a final point I believe of 
importance to the development of a recovery approach to the study of workplace transgressions 
refers to the situations where more benign approaches (such as forgiveness) are not or do not 
appear to be possible (Bies, 2007; Exline, Worthington, Hill, & McCullough, 2003; Rapske, 
Boon, Alibhai, & Kheong, 2010): what would recovery look like in such cases? On the one hand, 
this possibility highlights the importance of interventions focused on helping individuals develop 
resources over time, which can be marshaled in times of need to help buffer individuals from 
severe harm and/or to help them cope with the situation (Quick, Murphy, Hurrell, & Orman, 
1992; Sin & Lyubomirsky, 2009). With regard to recovery processes per se, it is possible that in 
these situations, recovery might include responses that can mitigate conflict and negative 
emotions to some extent, yet require no more than modest engagement with the transgressor (cf. 
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Bies, Barclay, Saldanha, Kay, & Tripp, 2018). Some of these responses can include those where 
the aggrieved individual chooses or is allowed to have little or no engagement with the offender, 
such as withdrawal (i.e., passively avoiding the offender), exit (i.e., leaving the situation 
altogether, for example by leaving the organization), or separation (i.e., terminating contact 
between the parties). Other responses involve a small level of cautious engagement with the 
offender, such as détente (i.e., actions taken by the parties involved in a transgression to 
terminate open hostilities in order to ―live with‖ one another; Aksu, 2010; Bardes & Olendik, 
1978; Pedaliu, 2009) and peaceful coexistence (i.e., beyond reducing open conflict, peaceful 
coexistence involves an increase in positive interactions, such as a modest degree of cooperation, 
communication and interaction, Chayes, 2003) (cf. Bies et al., 2018). Mercy – ―an act offered by 
a person with the power to dispense punishment that lessens or absolves punishment for another 
person‘s rule-violating behavior‖ (Zipay, Mitchell, & Bies, 2014, p. 32) may also be an 
alternative response available to people who have the power to otherwise punish their offender. 
Overall, these responses have in common the idea that the hurts caused by the offense remain 
largely unaddressed; but may nevertheless help individuals move forward and to some extent 
overcome the situation. Future research is required to address this possibility.  
Problematizing Recovery  
While I have been advocating for the importance of using recovery as a lenses through 
which we can examine workplace transgressions, it is important to note that recovery is not a 
new term in organizational behavior research. However, it has been generally conceptualized in a 
different way. In general, the more common use of the term recovery focuses on the processes 
involved in returning a system to its pre-stressor levels (cf. Meijman & Mulder, 1998). Several 
different theories of recovery have been postulated. For example, conservation of resources 
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theory focuses on how individuals use resources, with recovery occurring when individuals gain 
new resources and/or restore resources that have been threatened or lost (Hobfoll, 1998). 
Similarly, extensive research has examined strategies for recovery, including how to temper 
resource loss and build resources through activities, such as psychological detachment, 
relaxation, mastery, and control (e.g., Fritz & Sonnentag, 2006; Sonnentag & Fritz, 2007). In 
contrast, within the context of workplace transgressions, recovery has been defined as how 
individuals manage the situation and its aftermath, including their ―attempts to work through the 
issues, deal with the adversity, and even learn and/or grow from the experience‖ (Barclay & 
Saldanha, 2015, p. 506). Thus, within the context of workplace transgressions, recovery goes 
beyond the precipitating stressor to include its aftermath.  
This dissertation raises several significant theoretical questions related to recovery. For 
example, do individuals have to return to ―baseline‖ (i.e., pre-stressor levels) for recovery to 
occur? As noted above, recovery has often been conceptualized in terms of strain processes (cf. 
Meijman & Mulder, 1998). On the one hand, this lends itself easily to transgressions, which can 
be conceptualized as stressors (e.g., Vermunt & Steensma, 2005) and often involve the loss of 
resources (e.g., Thau & Mitchell, 2010). On the other hand, the findings of this dissertation 
suggest that individuals can leverage these experiences for growth, which calls into question 
whether individuals simply return to pre-stressor levels or whether the experience has caused 
some fundamental change that has altered the system in some way. That is, in contrast to 
recovery models which focus on the loss and restoration of resources within a system, 
―recovery‖ as conceptualized in this dissertation reflects how transgressions are incorporated into 
individuals‘ broader experiences and how this provides a foundation for interpreting subsequent 
experiences. Thus, rather than reflecting a relatively closed system that loses and gains resources, 
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recovery from workplace transgressions may reflect a more open system that changes and adapts 
as the individual goes through various experiences. In other words, individuals may not 
necessarily ―return to baseline‖ because the nature of the experience has changed the system.  
Engaging in context theorizing by examining the same phenomenon (i.e., recovery) in 
different contexts can be illuminating because it can shed light on boundary conditions to our 
theories (Bamberger, 2008). Building on previous work (e.g., Barclay & Saldanha, 2015), I have 
suggested that the notion of ―recovery‖ may be fundamentally different in the context of 
workplace transgressions such that it requires a context-specific definition. This, however, 
represents only a first step towards the establishment of recovery not only as a relevant 
perspective in the management of workplace transgressions, but also as a construct with a 
differentiated context-specific identity. More work will need to be done to either refine or 
redefine this construct within the context of workplace transgressions, including a clear 
understanding of whether ―recovery‖ involves different processes and mechanisms in the context 
of studying workplace transgressions than in the more common understanding of the term.    
Methodological Implications 
Focusing on recovery as a lens with which to examine the aftermath of workplace 
transgressions has a number of important methodological implications. First, given the nature of 
the recovery approach as well as its adoption of a person-centered perspective, methodologies 
that can contribute to theory development and capture individuals‘ ―lived-through‖ experiences 
are likely to be of the utmost importance. Relevant in this regard are qualitative investigations. 
Qualitative investigations are well suited to investigate in depth how recovery unfolds and to 
generate insights into complex phenomena, such as recovery. For example, qualitative 
investigations can uncover novel key variables which are important for recovery (Edmondson, & 
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McManus, 2007), illuminate the role of context on recovery (Bamberger, 2008; Johns, 2006), 
and clarify how individuals experience recovery (Bluhm, Harman, Lee, & Mitchell, 2011). 
Overall, qualitative methodologies have the potential to provide rich, detailed data that can 
illuminate individuals‘ experience, substantiate theory development, and guide future empirical 
research (Bluhm et al., 2011; Edmondson, & McManus, 2007).  
Related to the issue above, and also to take into consideration issues of time; 
methodologies that allow individuals to record how they feel in real time and that can capture the 
dynamic unfolding of the situation are also likely to be relevant. These can include longitudinal 
surveys, experience sampling methods (Beal & Weiss, 2003), and daily diary studies (Bolger, 
Davis, & Rafaeli, 2003; Gunthert, & Wenze, 2012; see also Bolger & Laurenceau, 2013). These 
methodologies would be particularly informative if they incorporated data from the multiple 
parties who are involved in and are likely to influence the aftermath of a transgression (including 
the transgressor and relevant third parties, such as confidants/informal third parties, the managers 
of both parties, and those tasked with addressing the situation, e.g., Barclay & Saldanha, 2015; 
Eaton & Sanders, 2012). This type of strategy would enable researchers to capture the social 
dynamics surrounding forgiveness as well as how all concerned parties are experiencing and 
managing the aftermath of the situation.  
It may also be useful to take into consideration interventions proposed in other domains 
(e.g., clinical, health, and positive psychology), while at the same time keeping in mind the 
specific characteristics and challenges of the workplace context. Indeed, the expressive writing 
approach used in this dissertation draws from clinical and health psychology (e.g., Pennebaker, 
1997). Further, experimental approaches are likely to assume a key role in testing interventions 
since this can allow for the testing of causal mechanisms as well as moderators that can drive and 
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impact the effectiveness of the intervention, respectively.   
While recovery has the potential to lead the literature in exciting new research directions, 
an important caveat regarding methodology is in order. Specifically, by examining recovery 
processes as they actually occur and through the perspectives of different parties, it might be the 
case that such scrutiny influences individuals‘ responses, or negatively interferes with the 
process. Thus, to study recovery researchers will need to pay careful attention to ethical codes 
and to adhere to the highest standards of ethics in their research (Barclay & Saldanha, 2015).  
Practical Implications 
From a practical perspective, recovery highlights the idea that when transgressions occur, 
aggrieved individuals (as well as other relevant parties, such as the offender) can be impacted in 
ways that simple remedies may not be able to address. In order to more effectively manage the 
aftermath of transgressions, organizations need to be aware not only that individuals will likely 
be experiencing, processing, and trying to manage the implications of a transgression but also 
that they may benefit from having tools available to help them do so. These can include 
interventions that individuals can complete on their own, like the one described in this 
dissertation (for other recovery-relevant applications of the expressive writing intervention see 
also Barclay & Saldanha, 2016; Barclay & Skarlicki, 2009); as well as those requiring the 
intervention of a professional (such as counseling, restorative justice interventions, or social 
motivation training; Kidder, 2007; Struthers, Dupuis, & Eaton, 2005). However, it is important 
to emphasize that recognizing the importance of recovery does not imply that organizations 
should not pay attention to fixing violations when these actually do occur. Nor does it mean that 
interventions should be applied indiscriminately and compulsorily, without considering the 
specifics of the situation (e.g., the nature of the transgression, how both the aggrieved individual 
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and the transgressor have managed its immediate aftermath) and the individuals involved (e.g., 
their position in the organization, their desire to participate in the intervention). Indeed, recovery 
interventions may be best applied when their use is assessed vis-à-vis each specific situation as 
well as when individuals participate in them privately (to protect their privacy) and from their 
own volition (cf. Barclay & Saldanha, 2016; Barclay & Skarlicki, 2009).  
At the crossroad of preventive and recovery approaches lay the type of leadership 
displayed by organizational leaders and the organization‘s climate. Such factors may be 
instrumental not only in preventing the occurrence of transgressions to a large extent, but also in 
helping individuals successfully deal with its aftermath (Barclay & Saldanha, 2015). For 
example, Zdaniuk and Bobocel (2015) theorized and found that idealized influence leadership 
facilitates subordinates‘ forgiveness, presumably through the mechanism of increased follower 
collective identity. Interestingly, they also found that the more leaders displayed idealized 
influence leadership, the less likely employees were to report an offense committed by them (in 
contrast to an offense committed by a coworker). This suggests the possibility that idealized 
influence leaders may be less likely to transgress against their subordinates; which, via social 
learning mechanisms, may influence employees‘ own likelihood of committing transgressions 
(e.g., Brown, Treviño, & Harrison, 2005). Following from these and similar leadership practices, 
as well as a variety of other factors (e.g., leader attributes, core cultural values, specific 
organizational practices and policies), may emerge climates (such as forgiveness climate and 
procedural justice climate; Fehr & Gelfand, 2012; Naumann & Bennett, 2000) that can at the 
same time discourage transgressions and promote recovery (by, for example, mitigating negative 
emotions and promoting positive emotions and relationship commitment; Fehr & Gelfand, 
2012). While more research will need to be devoted to examine the effectiveness of these and 
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similar factors in prevention and recovery, organizations may benefit from paying attention to 
how key organizational actors behave; and to their own existing values, policies and practices. 
Finally, this dissertation also suggests that organizations may need to exert caution in 
how they deal with the aftermath of an offense. For example, individuals may be claiming that 
they have forgiven, and even initiate actions aimed at repairing their relationship with the 
offender; but this does not necessarily mean that will not take revenge if they have an 
opportunity to do so (which may be the case if they are experiencing ambivalent forgiveness 
rather than forgiveness). While more research will have to be conducted to investigate the best 
course of action in this and similar situations, organizations may start by recognizing that in the 
aftermath of a transgression not everything may be as simple as it seems.  
Conclusion 
Interpersonal transgressions can have devastating consequences for both employees and 
organizations. While much has been written on how organizations can overcome such negative 
outcomes (e.g., by decreasing conflict, or preventing retaliation), we know less about how 
individuals manage the aftermath of offenses and about how we can help them in this process. 
The overall goal of this dissertation was to expand the foundations of a recovery approach to the 
study of workplace transgressions by providing an in depth analysis of a phenomenon that may 
be critical to recovery (i.e., forgiveness), by proposing an intervention that can promote recovery 
(via the development of resilience), and by elaborating on future research directions that can be 
instrumental to the further development of this perspective. Ultimately, this dissertation echoes 
the call to bring individuals‘ experiences to the forefront (e.g., Shapiro, 2001; Weiss & Rupp, 
2011), and hopes to inspire others to continue to advance our theorizing and ability to practically 
manage the aftermath of interpersonal transgressions at work.  
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APPENDIX A 
Manuscript 1 – Writing Instructions 
 
Control Instructions 
In this session, I would like you to write about how you managed your time over 
the last 24 hours/your bedroom at home/everything that you have done since you 
got up this morning/the room you are currently sitting in. Do not explore your 
emotions or feelings; please try to be completely objective and descriptive. Go 
into as much detail as possible. All of your writing will be completely 
confidential. Don‘t worry about spelling, sentence structure or grammar. The only 
rule is that once you begin writing you continue to do so until your time is up. 
 
Traditional Expressive Writing Instructions 
In this session, I would like you to write about your thoughts, emotions, and 
feelings surrounding this unfair workplace experience that has affected you and 
your life. In your writing, I‘d like you to explore your deepest emotions (i.e., I 
feel…) and thoughts (i.e., I think that…; I believe that…). All of your writing will 
be completely confidential. Don‘t worry about spelling, sentence structure or 
grammar. The only rule is that once you begin writing you continue to do so until 
your time is up. 
 
Benefit Finding Instructions 
In this session, I would like you to focus on any positive aspects that arose as a 
result of this unfair workplace experience that has affected you and your life (note 
that this is not limited to positive aspects in the situation but also includes positive 
things that arose from the experience).  
 
In your writing, you can explore any positive aspects of the experience and/or 
how the experience has benefited you as a person or may benefit you in the future. 
For example, you may wish to consider things that you have learned from this 
experience, how this experience made you grow as a person, or positive outcomes 
that you experienced or may experience in the future that arose from this 
situation. All of your writing will be completely confidential. Don‘t worry about 
spelling, sentence structure or grammar. The only rule is that once you begin 
writing you continue to do so until your time is up. 
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APPENDIX B 
Manuscript 1 – Measures 
 
Life Satisfaction. Diener, E., Emmons, R. A., Larsen, R. J., & Griffen, S. (1985). The satisfaction with life scale. 
Journal of Personality Assessment, 49, 71-75. 




     
Strongly 
agree 
1. In most ways, my life is close to my 
ideal. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. The conditions of my life are excellent. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. I am satisfied with my life. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. So far I have gotten the important things I 
want in life. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. If I could live my life over, I would 
change almost nothing. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
Positive Relationships with Others. Tedeschi, R. G., & Calhoun, L. G. (1996). The posttraumatic growth 
inventory: Measuring the positive legacy of trauma. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 9, 455–470. 
Please indicate the degree to which each of the 
changes described below occurred in your life as 
a result of the situation… 
Not at 
all 




1. Knowing that I can count on people in 
times of trouble. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. A sense of closeness with others. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. Having compassion for others. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. Putting effort into my relationships. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. I learned a great deal about how 
wonderful people are. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Reconciliation. Aquino, K., Tripp, T. M., & Bies, R. J. (2001). How employees respond to personal offense: The 
effects of blame attribution, victim status, and offender status on revenge and reconciliation in the workplace. 
Journal of Applied Psychology, 86, 52-59. 
Please indicate to what extent you currently intend to 
react in the following ways toward the person who 
offended you (or how you would intend to respond if 
you had the chance)… 
Not at 
all 
     
A great 
deal 
1. I want to accept this person‘s humanness, flaws, 
and failures. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. I want to accept this person.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. I want to give this person back a new start, a 
renewed relationship. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. I want to make an effort to be more friendly and 
concerned. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. I want to try to make amends. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
Severity. Barclay, L. J., & Saldanha, M. F. (2016). Facilitating forgiveness in organizational contexts: 
Exploring the injustice gap, emotions, and expressive writing interventions. Journal of Business Ethics, 137, 
699–720. 
Please indicate to what extent you feel the following 
about this experience… 
Not at 
all 
     
A great 
deal 
1. This is a serious transgression. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. I consider this offense to be severe. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
Resolution. Barclay, L. J., & Saldanha, M. F. (2016). Facilitating forgiveness in organizational contexts: 
Exploring the injustice gap, emotions, and expressive writing interventions. Journal of Business Ethics, 137, 
699–720. 
To what extent do you feel the following… 
Not at 
all 
     
A great 
deal 
1. I feel like this situation has been resolved.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. This situation has been settled.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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APPENDIX C 
Manuscript 2 – Measures 
 
Anger. Harmon-Jones, C., Bastian, B., Harmon-Jones, E. (2016). The discrete emotions questionnaire: A new 
tool for measuring state self-reported emotions. PLoS ONE, 11, 1-25. 
Please indicate to what extent you currently feel the 








1. Mad 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. Angry 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. Pissed off 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. Rageful 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
Anxiety. Harmon-Jones, C., Bastian, B., Harmon-Jones, E. (2016). The discrete emotions questionnaire: A new 
tool for measuring state self-reported emotions. PLoS ONE, 11, 1-25.  
Please indicate to what extent you currently feel the 








1. Anxious  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. Dread  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. Nervous 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. Worried 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 Shame. Tangney, J. P., Miller, R. S., Flicker, L., & Barlow, D. H. (1996). Are shame, guilt, and embarrassment 
distinct emotions? Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 70, 1256-1269. 
Please indicate to what extent you currently feel the 
following when you think about the event… 
Not at 
all 




1. Ashamed 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. Humiliated 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Empathy. Batson, C. D., Dyck, J. L., Brandt, R., Batson, J. G., Powell, A. L., McMaster, M. R., & Griffitt, C. 
(1988). Five studies testing two new egoistic alternatives to the empathy–altruism hypothesis. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 55, 52-77. 
Please indicate to what extent you currently feel the following 
when you think about the person who offended you… 
Not at 
all 




1. Moved 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. Softhearted 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. Warm 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. Compassionate 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. Sympathetic 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
6. Tender 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
Stated forgiveness. Item 1: McCullough, M. E., Rachal, K. C., Sandage, S. J., Worthington, E. L. Jr., Brown, S. 
W., & Hight, T. L. (1998). Interpersonal forgiving in close relationships: II. Theoretical elaboration and 
measurement. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 75, 1586–1603. Items 2 and 3: new items. 









1. I have forgiven him/her 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. I have wholeheartedly forgiven this person  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. I have fully forgiven this person  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
Revenge. McCullough, M. E., Root, L. M., & Cohen, A. D. (2006). Writing about the personal benefits of a 
transgression facilitates forgiveness. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 74, 887-897. 
Please indicate to what extent you currently intend to react in 
the following ways toward the person who offended you (or 
how you would intend to respond if you had the chance)… 
Not at 
all 




1. I want to make this person pay. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. I want something bad to happen to this person.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. I want this person to get what he/she deserves. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. I want to get even. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. I want to see this person hurt and miserable. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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Avoidance. McCullough, M. E., Root, L. M., & Cohen, A. D. (2006). Writing about the personal benefits of a 
transgression facilitates forgiveness. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 74, 887-897. 
Please indicate to what extent you currently intend to react in 
the following ways toward the person who offended you (or 
how you would intend to respond if you had the chance)… 
Not at 
all 




1. I want to keep as much distance between us as 
possible. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. I want to live as if this person doesn‘t exist, isn‘t 
around. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. I do not trust this person. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. I find it difficult to act warmly toward this person. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. I want to avoid this person. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
6. I want to cut off the relationship with this person. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
7. I want to withdraw from this person. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 Reconciliation. Aquino, K., Tripp, T. M., & Bies, R. J. (2001). How employees respond to personal offense: 
The effects of blame attribution, victim status, and offender status on revenge and reconciliation in the 
workplace. Journal of Applied Psychology, 86, 52-59. 
Please indicate to what extent you currently intend to react in 
the following ways toward the person who offended you (or 
how you would intend to respond if you had the chance)… 
Not at 
all 




1. I want to accept this person‘s humanness, flaws, and 
failures. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. I want to accept this person.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. I want to give this person back a new start, a renewed 
relationship. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. I want to make an effort to be more friendly and 
concerned. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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 Life Satisfaction. Diener, E., Emmons, R. A., Larsen, R. J., & Griffen, S. (1985). The satisfaction with life 
scale. Journal of Personality Assessment, 49, 71-75. 




     
Strongly 
agree 
1. In most ways, my life is close to my ideal. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. The conditions of my life are excellent. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. I am satisfied with my life. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. So far I have gotten the important things I 
want in life. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. If I could live my life over, I would change 
almost nothing. 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
 Self-esteem. Rosenberg, M. (1965). Society and the adolescent self-image. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press. 
Please rate the follow items in regard to how they 
currently apply to you. 
Not at 
all 
     
A great 
deal 
1. I am satisfied with myself.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. I think I am no good at all.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. I feel that I have a number of good 
qualities.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. I feel that I am able to do things as well as 
most other people.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. I feel I do not have much to be proud of.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
6. I feel useless.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
7. I feel that I‘m a person of worth, at least on 
an equal plane with others.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
8. I wish I could have more respect for 
myself.  
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
9. I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
10. I take a positive attitude toward myself.  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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 General well-being. Goldberg, D. (1972). The detection of psychiatric illness by questionnaire: A technique for 
the identification and assessment of non-psychotic psychiatric illness. London: Oxford University Press. 
To what extent have you recently… 
Not at 
all 
     
A great 
deal 
1. Been unable to concentrate on whatever 
you‘re doing? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
2. Lost much sleep over worry? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
3. Felt that you were playing a useful part in 
things? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
4. Felt capable of making decisions about 
things? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
5. Felt constantly under strain? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
6. Felt you couldn‘t overcome your 
difficulties? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
7. Been unable to enjoy your normal day-to-
day activities? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
8. Been unable to face up to your problems? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
9. Been feeling unhappy and depressed? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
10. Been losing confidence in yourself? 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
11. Been thinking of yourself as a worthless 
person? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
12. Been feeling reasonably happy all things 
considered? 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
